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Foreword 


Historians (especially if the designation historian is broad¬ 
ened to include scholars in any field that uses th e historical approach ) 
commonly are said to fall into two groups. One may be called de- 
scriptive historians”; they attempt to give an account of the event or 
situation under consideration in its own unique setting. The other may 
be called “theoretical historians”; they try to find in their subject 
matter a basis for comparison, classification, interpretation, or gen¬ 
eralization. Every historian is likely to be in both groups at the same or 
different times even though he may emphasize his adherence to one 
rather than the other. In this report the Committee on Historical 
Analysis of the Social Science Research Council is concerned prima¬ 
rily with the theoretical historians. 

Some misunderstanding may be avoided at the outset if a distinction 
is made between history as the past of mankind (called in the SSRC 
Bulletin 54 history-as-actuality) and history as the study of the past of 
mankind (called in that Bulletin 'written or spoken history) } In this re¬ 
port the Committee is concerned with history-as-actuality only insofar 
as the effort to recapture it is the objective of written or spoken his¬ 
tory. We are concerned rather with history as a branch of learning, as 
a discipline. In that sense history displays some of the characteristics 
of science, some of art, and some of philosophy. Its character as sci¬ 
ence is based upon the fact that the immediate materials of the his¬ 
torian’s study comprise extant objects that are capable of scrutiny, 
categorization, and generalization. These are the vestiges of the past 
(including literary texts and verbal testimony) which can be examined, 
authenticated, and classified by systematic methods. 

Scrupulous weighing of extant evidence, however, is only a limited 
part of the historian’s work, for his ultimate purpose is not alone the 
dispassionate study of historical vestiges but also a reconstruction of 


1 Theory and Practice in Historical Study: A Report of the Committee on His¬ 
toriography (Social Science Research Council Bulletin 54 [New York, 1946]), 
p. 133. The problem of generalization and understanding in history is briefly dis- 
— cussed by Sidney Hook, ibid. 7 pp. 127—30. See also The Social Sciences in Historical 
IP Study: A Report of the Committee on Historiography (Social Science Research Coun- 
j** cil Bulletin 64 [New York, 1954]), esp. chap. 4, “Problems of Historical Analy- 
sis,” pp. 86-105. 
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mankind s past, of past beings and doings, of the course of human 
events. Perhaps the larger part of his subject matter for such a recon¬ 
struction can be studied only indirectly—that is, only through implica¬ 
tions and inferences in the traces that a vanished past has left behind. 
A patent gap thus separates history-as-actuality from knowable his¬ 
tory, and that gap can be filled only by an imaginative process, the 
reconstruction of events as they must have been or, at least, probably 
were from the inadequate clues still available in their vestiges. This is 
a creative (or better, re-creative or interpretative) act, and hence akin 
to art. 

The historian ought not to be wholly artistic, of course, for then the 
boundary between history-as-knowledge and pure fiction would grow 
obscure or disappear entirely. Yet without some kind of imagination the 
opposite boundary, the one between history-as-interpretation-of-the- 
past and the mere compilation of verifiable historical data in a chrono¬ 
logical order tends to disappear. The crucial question for the theoretical 
historian is: What kind of imagination is valid? The answer in part is 
obvious: The validation of any interpretation that the theoretical his¬ 
torian may advance requires that his imaginative filling-in of the gaps 
in his data at least conform to all the known facts so that if it does not 
present definitive truth it should at any rate constitute the least incon¬ 
venient form of tentative error. That means that it must be subject to 
certain general standards and tests—of human behavior, of logical 
antecedents and consequences, of statistical or mass trends. Here it 
becomes in large part dependent upon the findings of other disciplines. 
Hence the theoretical historian needs to have some knowledge of psy¬ 
chology, esthetics, ethics, social statistics, or other disciplines that 
deal with the interrelations of human beings with social events and 
natural forces. That is, he needs to have some conscious, if only ad hoc, 
philosophy or theory of purposes, causes, and ends. 

The Committee on Historical Analysis never assumed that this 
problem was of equal interest to all historians or was of interest to 
historians alone; and that the theoretical historian’s problem was not 
unique was made fully explicit by the Committee’s philosopher-con¬ 
sultant, Hans Meyerhoff, professor of philosophy at the University of 
California at Los Angeles. 2 Nevertheless, the Committee chose de- 

2 Letter to the Committee, July 26, 1961: “There are some members of my 
profession who hold that there are no characteristically or specifically historical 
generalizations. According to this view, all generalizations employed by the his¬ 
torian are derived (or borrowed) from other, non-historical sources. In which case 
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liberately not to engage in a formal philosophical consideration of the 
wider problem (for which perhaps it was dubiously equipped) but 
rather to direct its attention to the more concrete (or historical, if you 
will) subsidiary question of what the historian in fact has done w hen., 
he has been concerned, knowingly or unknowingly, with data that are 
not particular, unique, or segre gate. In fact, beyond the implication 
that a generalization is a a proposition asserting something to be true 
either of all members of a certain class or of an indefinite part of that 
class” (American College Dictionary) and therefore deals with data that 
are not particular, unique, or segregate, the Committee preferred, at 
least at the outset, not to define the word. Hence, stricter definition 
became one of the tasks of those whom the Committee selected to 
write the articles that make up this report. As will be seen, while they 
all discuss some kind or kinds of generalization, they do not all discuss 
the same kinds. 

The history of the Committee has a distinct relevance to its prob¬ 
lem. It was appointed in June, 1956, as an outcome of a preliminary 
meeting to which had been invited several scholars who had expressed 
some desire for a follow-up to the SSRC Bulletins 54 and 64. At that 
preliminary meeting the consensus seemed to be that since Bulletin 54 
had, among other things, warned against the gratuitous assumptions 
and purposes that frequently underlie historical interpretations and 
since Bulletin 64 had emphasized the potential aids to historical accu¬ 
racy in the interrelations of history and the social sciences, a new bul¬ 
letin was needed that should address itself primarily to the question 


there is, strictly speaking, no unique problem in history: the problem of‘generaliza¬ 
tions in history 7 would coincide with the problem of ‘generalizations in general 7 — 
or, at least, generalizations in other human and social disciplines. . . . 

“Generalizations in any discipline raise the problem of explanation; for we ap¬ 
peal to generalizations ‘proper 7 (i.e., hypotheses or general laws) as the grounds 
for explaining the phenomena we are studying. Thus, in the philosophical literature 
of our time the subject of generalizations in history is usually (and widely) dis¬ 
cussed under the heading of‘historical explanation. 7 More specifically, the question 
is: How does a historian explain? Merely by telling a story ... or by using 
‘pseudo-concepts 7 [e.g., periodization or the reificaton of abstract terms] ... or by 
employing ‘general laws 7 as we find them in other scientific disciplines ... or by a 
combination of these methods? Explanation, needless to add, refers to causal condi¬ 
tions; i.e., the general law is believed to be a causal law. Hence the subsidiary 
problem of ‘historical causation. 7 Generalization, explanation, and causation form a 
syndrome from a logical point of view. 77 

In the same letter Meyerhoff indicated also that “descriptive (as distinguished 
from explanatory) concepts are characteristic of many scientific disciplines. 77 
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whether the historian is at all competent from his own data and by his 
own methods to derive concepts that are neither so limited in scope as 
to be trivial nor so comprehensive as to be meaningless. 

In the first two years of its existence the Committee went through 
three successive phases. At first, anxious to avoid any imputation that 
it was trying to oblige historians to become social scientists, it adopted 
the policy of merely keeping informed about and encouraging the ef¬ 
forts of other historians to examine the problem of generalization in 
history. During this phase the Committee was In minor part respon¬ 
sible for promoting a summer (1957) conference at Stanford Univer¬ 
sity on generalizations regarding the history of large-scale communi¬ 
ties and another at Rutgers University on generalizations regarding 
the history of American political behavior. Individual members of the 
Committee gave a helping hand to both these conferences as well as to 
a third at the 1957 convention of the American Historical Association 
on the causes of the American Civil War. It soon became clear that if 
this procedure were to have any results at all for the Committee’s pur¬ 
pose, they would probably be in the form of a set of essays, but most 
likely a disjointed set, refighting the Civil War, the various presiden¬ 
tial elections, the great revolutions, and similar debatable subjects. 
They would perhaps astutely indicate the use and abuse of generaliza¬ 
tions in past debates about discrete historical episodes but might 
not lead to a general analysis of the process itself of historical generali¬ 
zation. 

The Committee then decided that perhaps it ought to select for its 
own consideration a single historical development, with a view to ex¬ 
amining the concepts, generalizations, and comparative propositions 
that had come out of the study of that development. It agreed upon the 
concept of national character as a good subject for such an examina¬ 
tion. Moreover, for a time it contemplated asking interested specialists 
in the other social sciences to meet with it in order to widen and 
deepen the critique of the historians’ generalizations about national 
character. Further reflection, however, brought apprehension that such 
a procedure might lead to a set of debates on national character or a set 
of essays by non-historians criticizing the historians’ concept of na¬ 
tional character, all of which might have intrinsic merit but might 
not deal directly and explicitly with the question whether the historian 
could make substantive generalizations that were more than truisms. 

The Committee, therefore, embarked upon a third phase, which 
proved to be the definitive one. It selected mature historians who had 
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worked intensively on some important aspects of history and who m 
the course of their study must have become familiar with the literature 
of their fields, and it asked them to write essays which, after sampling 
the concepts and generalizations in that literature, would undertake to 
indicate which in their judgment were wholly valid, partly valid, 
partly invalid, or wholly invalid, and in each case why. In this way the 
Committee hoped to get a set of essays dealing with the problem of 
generalization by the historian in several different contexts and from 
several varying points of view. From those essays as a point of depar¬ 
ture it might then be in position to consult others about the problem as 
well as to discuss it among themselves. If nothing more, such a set of 
essays might at least present the variety of views among working 
historians on the use of generalization in historiography. 

The articles that form this volume are the outcome of the Commit¬ 
tee s canvass. As originally submitted, they became the focus of con¬ 
sideration in conferences of their authors with the Committee. In sev¬ 
eral instances a selected critic was asked to submit a supplementary 
article. Almost every article was modified to meet the criticisms 
brought forth by this process. 

The circular letter of invitation to the prospective authors (dated 
on or about January 31, 1958) enclosed a tentative listing of some 
relevant topics which the Committee suggested for their considera¬ 
tion, leaving each author entirely free, however, to follow his own 
judgment. The suggested topics included “levels of generalization 
(e.g., explicit or implicit), “kinds of generalization (e.g., classifica¬ 
tion, interpretation, or universal law), “sources of generalization” 
(e.g., intuition, the sources, personal experience), and “subjects of 
generalization” (e.g., personality, communities, periods, change). 

As was expected, the invited authors showed full awareness of the 
baffling nature of generalization in historiography; they did not always 
agree even upon how the word generalization is to be defined. Each, 
however, more or less explicitly subscribed to a set of obvious hypoth¬ 
eses implied in the headings of the tentative outline: (1) that historians 
use generalizations, however defined, with different levels of conscious 
intention to do so; (2) that historical generalizations range in kind 
from implicit comparisons or contrasts through studied classification 
or reasoned interpretations to universal laws; (3) that historians derive 
these generalizations by various means, only one of which consists of 
express conclusions from a systematic analysis of the sources they 
have studied; (4) that they generalize about a large number of subjects 
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ranging from individual personality traits to complex changes in social 
aggregates; and (5) that though their generalizations are subject to 
question and criticism, the criticism need not always or necessarily be 
unfavorable. On these relatively simple matters the authors were more 
or less in accord; more complex issues raised some discrepancies, as 
we shall see. 

The first papers came from Professors Robert R. Palmer (Prince¬ 
ton), Arthur F. "Wright (then of Stanford, now of We), and Walter P. 
Metzger (Columbia). Palmer described his own experience with the 
problems of generalization in his study of the revolutionary move¬ 
ments at the close of the eighteenth century. Wright dealt tentatively 
with the complications that both Chinese and Western historians have 
to cope with in the generalizations already available about China’s 
lengthy history. Metzger set for himself the problem whether a con¬ 
cept like national character has a verifiable validity. Further corre¬ 
spondence of the Committee with Palmer led to replies setting forth a 
more general statement of his view on historical generalizations, which 
is here appended to his article. Wright’s paper was submitted to Profes¬ 
sor Derk Bodde (Pennsylvania) for a critique, which in somewhat 
revised form here follows the reworked version of Wright’s paper— 
reworked, it should be remarked, by the author’s original design as 
much as or more than because of the comments upon it. Metzger’s 
paper as here published is a considerably shorter version than the one 
originally submitted to the Committee. Professor Thomas C. Cochran 
(Pennsylvania), as a member of the Committee, undertook to expand 
upon Metzger’s discussion of social role as a concept useful to historians, 
and his article follows immediately after Metzger’s. 

None of these papers examined generalizations concerned with the 
early history of Western culture. Hence, the Committee invited Pro¬ 
fessor Chester G. Starr (Illinois) to write an essay in his field—which 
he did, drawing his examples chiefly from studies of ancient Greek 
civilization. The Committee then asked Dr. M. I. Finley (Cam¬ 
bridge), with Starr’s paper in mind, to give his views on the subject. 
Since the articles on particular fields of history are here arranged in a 
roughly chronological order, those of Starr and Finley are the first 
presented below. 

Conferences and correspondence with the authors of all these papers 
had meanwhile encouraged several members of the Committee to pon¬ 
der, more systematically than they otherwise might have done, the 
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problem of generalization along less specialized lines. As a conse¬ 
quence, several of them prepared articles that, while naturally drawing 
Ion their respective fields of specialization for illustration, were in¬ 
tended to delineate their view of the more general problem. Among 
these articles are those by the chairman on categories of historical gen¬ 
eralizations-, by Dean Roy F. Nichols (Pennsylvania) on the genealogy 
of historical generalizations as a criterion of their validity; by William 
O. Aydelotte (Iowa) on some questions of definition inference, and 
theory involved in the problem of historical generalization; and y 
David M. Potter (Stanford) on some perplexities that the teaching o 
historical method frequently leaves unanswered or in.need of jinrdier 
consideration. Each of these articles, too, underwent the close scrutiny 
of the Committee, and they now in revised form comprise Part I 
the present report.® The last essay (also several times revised) is an at¬ 
tempt by the chairman to summarize and dovetail the co ™P onent P^ r 
of the symposium. Part III is a bibliography by Mr Martin Klein 
(Chicago) of recent works relevant to the problems of interpretation 

and generalization in history. 4 . 

Whatever the shortcomings of this report—and the Committee is 
perhaps more aware of them than any of its critics can be-it conso¬ 
les an exploratory work, usefol perhaps for the very fac that seldom 
“ever have so practicing historians pooled then talentsand 
perience to air their views on the use of concepts and generalizations 
by historians. If it does no more than to prompt historians to be more 
conscious of the problem and its pitfalls, perhaps it will have justified 
itself. If it induces some of them to try their hands at modest and tenta¬ 
tive generalizations, the members of the Committee at least, despi e 
the inevitable risks, will have few regrets. 5 

s For several suggestions regarding the organization of this report, mcludin| a 

editor is indebted to Professor Meyerhoff. . 

*nus bibliography is a rearrangement and supplementation of a tentative one 
submimdfor the Committees early consideration by Professor David S. Nmson 
(■Stanford) whom the pressure of other work did not permit to draw up the final 
versiom ThT Committee wishes to acknowledge its indebtedness to Professor 

Nl1 * For the sake of clarity a word becomes necessary at the outset about a com- 

St 
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I am indebted to the Center for the Advanced Study of the Behav¬ 
ioral Sciences and to the Social Science Research Committee of the 
University of Chicago for their share in providing the free time and 
financial assistance required for my part in the preparation of this 
report. Pendleton Herring (SSRC) and C. Vann Woodward (Yale) 
participated in meetings of the Committee; Rowland L. Mitchell, Jr., 
served as SSRC staff representative on the Committee, 1960-62. 
Gail E. Kendrick was chiefly responsible for preparing the Index. 

Louis Gottschalk 


sidered the distinction desirable for two reasons. The first was to avoid the applica¬ 
tion of a conventionalized Western terminology to non-Western areas: for ex¬ 
ample, Antiquity and Classical (with capital initials) will be used when referring to 
the period dominated by the ancient Greeks and Romans—while antiquity and 
classical (with lower-case initials) will be reserved for reference to ancients and 
classics elsewhere or in general. The second reason was to distinguish between 
persons and events contemporary to a given period and those at the same or other 
periods who were concerned with it: for example, “a modem [lower case m] his¬ 
torian would be one who has lived in modem times even though he might write on 
Medieval history (i.e., in the West) or on antiquity (lower-case a) in China but 
an Ancient [capital A] historian'’ would be one who deals with the period of 
Western history called Ancient (and “a Medieval historian” one who deals with 
the period called Medieval and “a Modem historian” one who deals with the 
period called Modem) regardless of when or where he might have lived. 
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PARTI 




I. Reflections upon the 
Problem of Generalization 

BY CHESTER G. STARR 

The establishment of generalizations on any historical topic 
seems usually to be a semiconscious process. This may be well for the 
peace of mind of practicing historians; when one begins to investigate 
the theoretical issues involved in this process, very disturbing difficul¬ 
ties quickly emerge. 

Generalizations, for instance, are commonly the summation by the 
historian of those views of historical explanation and causation which 
he has exhibited less obviously in the selection and arrangement of his 
facts. When one links a mass of events in different places or times by a 
connective tissue of generalization, the uniqueness of such historical 
events is thereby limited, for generalization is possible only if we can 
establish the presence of valid similarity. 

The manner, moreover,-in which a writer places and phrases his 
general statements reflects major decisions on the best mode of com¬ 
municating his thoughts to others. The problems which arise here arc 
important, though they are often muffled nowadays in a widespread 
tendency to ignore literary style both in the theoretical discussions of 
historical criticism and in the practice of historical composition. 

Finally, generalizations seem dangerously pliable to the subjective 
drive of the particular mind which produces them. Factual statements 
are commonly agreed to be true or not true. In making such assertions 
we arc speaking in simple terms so as to pass over basic metaphysical 
problems of truth; in particular, whether specific statements may be 
called true, independently of their connections within general state¬ 
ments, is a serious issue.* Nevertheless, historians commonly concur 
in the belief that if our evidence is adequate we can assign a positive 
degree of validity to specific facts and can expect all men of sane mind 
to accept our demonstration. General statements are not so easily 
proved. Are they, indeed, provable at all? In view of the continuing 
popularity of the scientific approach, many historians would be un- 

* [See the essays by Aydelottc (pp. 149-51 below) and Potter (pp. 183 87) for 
further discussion of the “truth” of factual statements.-- Editor.) 
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happy if they were forced to give a negative answer to that question. 

nears ** pr ° blem °f generalization as it ap¬ 

pears m the field of Anaent history. To avoid extensive detour into 
the issues which have just been sketched, I shall not give specific con¬ 
sideration to the content of generalizations in my field other than to 

viZilv, h ' St0r r lanS d0 formuIate general statements on 

virtually every development for which any evidence at all exists (and 

mes where there is none). An investigation of two questions will 
be more usefol: (l) To what extent can and do students in my field 
a C & ene ral statements? (2) In what ways do they arrive at general 
statements? Thereafter will come brief comment on the validity of 

eralV? ementS ' 1 SKa 1 alS ° takC Up the P racticaI limitations on gen¬ 
eralization as a serious problem in graduate training. g 

,• ^ tdie beginmng 1 shouId note that the Ancient phases of human 
h story are now investigated by men living all about the globe-men 

the i^sof thdr and . ph f SicaI backgrounds vary widely^ do also 

catioTwirh l n P ; mCIP m ^ 1116 intensit y of their identifi- 

TdentT W f B ° Urge0iS> Parian, and communist 

S nmblemr! ^ degree a «>mmon outlook on 

tne problems which here concern us. 

The Ancient historian, after all, is a modem citizen. He must ex- 

cmsmdentof theT* mtelle ? tuaI . and other compulsions as an Ameri- 

the 1® lid*^'?r nan admmistratIon or a investigator of 

the JNiiP period. These common qualities may be assumed for the 

sr SI be dedt with r re fuUy toward % dt 

cussion. Yet m some respects the Ancient historian will necessarily 
follow a somewhat different path from students in other fidds 7 

I 

.^^pccdiar qualities, that is to say, do mark Andent history. 
These differences he m the types of sources, the very extensive re 

;r:: d T la fi bl r; n ? rlier sn f esi our of an ai- 

ysis, anti die fields of interest for most Andent historians. 

1 he information available on virtually every aspect of Ancient de 
vdopmeuttse*™^^ 

m, force, have had mdlemtiums h, which K wieak 4^™' 

“J case the Aucttmt world was so much simpler than modS JfoT 

«l“™ S,t !t0r ' 0fCTid ““. and physi- 

cai, was not great. Today a historian is often forced to relvuDon a 

mg e Ancient sourc^-for example, mostly upon ThucydidJs for an 
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account of the Peloponnesian War. The mixture of specific and gen¬ 
eral statements by historians of such areas will reflect the pattern o 
the original account; independent generalization will be difficult. e 
modem student of Ancient history cannot extend his information by 
techniques available to Modem historians the taking of polls, inter 

views, and so on. . , 

Nor are truly usable statistics obtainable except within very limited 
ranges. From the several hundred surviving tombstones of sailors m 
the Roman imperial navy it is possible to generalize about die areas 
of their recruitment or the age of enlistment. 1 The results will be on y 
as valid as the logic inherent in the sampling processes that were em¬ 
ployed will allow (but we are not much worse off here than are many 
students of modem affairs). Wider statistical generalizations are im 
possible; despite the figures glibly presented in various accounts, we 
cannot estimate the population of the city of Rome or of the empire, 
complete ranges of prices, and the like. 2 . , 

To construct a meaningful picture, the Ancient historian is forced 
to rely heavily upon arguments from parallel situations, whether in 
other early societies or in modem times. 3 He must also make use o 
what can only be called intuition. No less than the anatomic recon¬ 
struction of the ass from its jawbone, studies in Ancient history often 
illustrate Mark Twain’s quip: “There is something fascinating about 
science. One gets such wholesale returns of conjecture out of such a 
trifling investment of fact.” Where the factual elements are limited, 
the student is more likely to be driven to generalization. Uncontrolled 
general statements are accordingly somewhat more common in this 
field. 4 

Another characteristic of the evidence, however, restricts the prac¬ 
tical effect of this lack of control. The Ancient historian, much more 
than the student of the modem world, must extend his gaze far beyond 

1 Cf. my Herman Imperial Navy, 31 B.C.-A.D. 324 (2d ed.; New York: Barnes & 
Noble, 1960) and many other epigraphic studies by recent scholars. 

2 F. G. Maier, “Romische Bevolkerungsgeschichte und Inschriftenstatistik, 
Historia , II (1953-54), 318-51. 

3 And in turn the Ancient historian is inclined to apply concepts drawn from his 
field to other areas—e.g., Ronald Syme, Colonial Elites: Rome , Spain , and the Ameri¬ 
cas (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958). 

4 In defense of my colleagues, I may point out that their conjectures are some¬ 
times borne out by the appearance of new evidence and that work in other neids 
of history is not lacking in the qualities noted in the text. 
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written materials and employ physical evidence of all types. Stones 
which have been worked into tools, skulls and graves, the remains of 
houses and settlements—all the physical equipment of life, works of 
art, and a host of other tangible objects are useful. This evidence is 
highly specific. A monograph based upon a mass of coins or inscrip¬ 
tions, reliefs and sculptures, or archeological sites is very likely to be 
factual; generalization here may be almost absent and when it occurs 
is often an unconscious process. 

Besides the ambivalent effect of the nature of our evidence, equally 
divergent influences on generalization result from the facts that some 
of our information has long been known and that other parts are of 
recent discovery. In those areas which rest primarily upon written 
materials, the scholar of the twentieth century bases his own investi¬ 
gations upon a great mass of earlier work. The political history of the 
Roman world, insofar as it draws from Livy, Tacitus, and other An¬ 
cient accounts, has been repeatedly analyzed since the time of the 
Renaissance. The modem investigator of the Ciceronian age, for in¬ 
stance, has a wide store of inherited generalizations upon which to 
draw; within this store, almost all the possible conclusions have been 
examined. The weak and strong points of each have been analyzed, 
like those of chess gambits. A student of such matters will himself be 

led, almost forced, to generalize and will be able to do so more 
soundly.* 

Nothing, however, is more fallacious than the idea that since An¬ 
cient history deals with ancient events it is all already known. In no 
field of history does new specific information appear more constantly, 
to upset old concepts and to enlarge our view of the area. Any work 
written twenty years ago is hopelessly out of date in its factual presen¬ 
tation of the earliest stages of man’s development, down to 4000 b.c. 
Can the same be said of a survey of Jackson’s administration or of the 
age of Louis XIV? Knowledge of Mesopotamian and Egyptian history 
has been much enlarged in recent decades; even for the better known 
areas of Greek and Roman history new epigraphic and archeological 
materials flow in steadily. On so important a subject as that of the 
origins of Greek civilization (1100-650 b.c.), the fountainhead of 
Western culture, generalization which rests upon sound evidence has 
become possible only in the past decade. 

* [See the essay by Nichols <pp. 130-34 below) on the genealogy of generaliza- 
tions as a test of validity.— Editor.] ° 
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The consequences of this flux must always lurk in the back of an 
Ancient historian’s mind. What he writes today will not be the whole 
story ten years from now and may even need drastic alteration purelyi 
on the factual level. Generalization in such cases is likely to be tenta-l 
tive, and the timid may eschew it altogether in those areas where addi-l 
tional information may confidently be expected to appear. 

Not all practitioners in the field of Ancient history follow the same 
techniques of analysis. Some men have been reared in the pure light 
of historical method as canonized in the pages of Bemheim and others 
and essay to confine their thought within the channels of objectivity 
there prescribed. Many teachers and scholars, however, are located in 
departments of Classical languages and literature. These men have 
been trained in one of the oldest continuous traditions of scholarship 
in Western civilization, which runs back through the Renaissance and 
the Middle Ages to the founders of Alexandrian literary criticism. 5 
' xhe products of men so trained are not necessarily less valuable than 
the monographs of historians, but one can often sense a genuine differ¬ 
ence in their approach. Generalization seems to me more common 
here and is achieved within a frame of aesthetic standards. At the op¬ 
posite pole are the archeologists, whose discipline is relatively new 
and becomes ever more scientific. In their work generalization is less 
common and, as I shall show later, is almost frowned upon. 

All the factors identified thus far lead the Ancient historian to ac¬ 
cept generalization. They also, interestingly enough, help to broaden 
his gaze—a factor which in turn encourages generalization. German 
historiography of the nineteenth century, which reached its zenith in 
the lofty figure of Theodor Mommsen, shared the common tendency 
of the era to emphasize institutional history; there are Ancient his¬ 
torians today who concentrate their gaze on purely political develop¬ 
ments; 6 and the blinders of economic materialism, which have serious¬ 
ly affected the vision of bourgeois and socialist historians alike, are 
worn by some students in the Ancient field. But, on the whole schol¬ 
ars in this area have remained interested in the cultural as well as the 
political and the economic aspects of human history. The nature of the 


«See T E Sand vs A History of Classical Scholarship (3 vols.;Cambridge: At the 
wSBK? or the articles on “Scholarship” in Oxford Classical Dic¬ 
tionary (New York: Oxford University Press, 1949). 

* E g., Ernst Stan, Geschichte des spatromischen Reiches, Vol. I: 284-476 n. Chr. 
(Vienna: L. W- Seidel, 1928). 
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evidence drives them in this direction; so too does the inherited hu¬ 
manistic tradition of Classical studies. 7 

Ancient historians, I believe, are more inclined to draw universal 
laws of human nature from their detailed discussions than are students 
of more modem eras, to observe mankind sub specie aetemitatis . Arnold 
Toynbee, for instance, began his reflections as a student of ancient 
Greece. Problems of periodization affect all fields but are perhaps 
more consciously attacked in the Ancient field. 8 Let me note, however, 
that there are Ancient historians who dissent strongly from any but 
the most limited generalization, on the grounds that historical develop¬ 
ment is a series of unique events which can be only chronicled. 9 

II 

Lest this essay remain itself a mass of generalizations, I shall now 
consider two specific examples of the methods by which students of 
Ancient history create general statements. One of these illustrates 
[the use of modem scientific techniques; the other is a more conven- 
Itional historical approach. 

A well-known psychologist, D. C. McClelland, has recently in¬ 
vestigated the Achievement Motive (n Achievement) in various his¬ 
torical epochs as a primary factor in the growth and achievement of 
those epochs. Persons possessing this motive, that is to say, are ener¬ 
getic risk-takers who are likely to stimulate society if they are present 
in large numbers as an entrepreneurial class. McClelland found that a 
suitable method for measuring the degree to which men of this stamp 
were present in a specific culture lay in scoring achievement imagery 
found in its imaginative stories. 

This approach was then applied by one of his students, David E. 
Berlew, to Greek literature in a paper entitled “The Achievement 
Motive and the Growth of Greek Civilization.” 10 The hypothesis for 

7 On this matter, see my essay “The History of the Roman Empire, 1911— 
I960,” Journal of Romm Studies , L (1960), 149-60. 

8 E-g-i Hans E. Stier, Grundlagen undSinn der griechischen Geschichte (Stuttgart: 
Cotta, 1945); Alfred Heuss, “Die archaische Zeit Griechenlands als geschichtliche 
Epoch e,” Antike und A bend land, II (1946), 26-62. 

8 See J. A. O. Larsen’s comments on the laws adduced by Fritz M. Heichel- 
heim, Ancient Economic History, Vol. I (Leyden: Brill, 1958), in Classical Philology 
LIV (1959), 280-81. 

10 1 am indebted to Professor Fred E. Fiedler, Department of Psychology, Uni¬ 
versity of Illinois, for drawing my attention to this material and providing a copy 
of Berlew’s paper; and also to Professor McClelland, Department of Social Rela- 
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which Berlew sought proof was: “n Achievement is the key factor in 
the genesis and growth of a civilization. To establish n Achievement 
as a cause, rather than a result, of progress, it was hypothesized that 
the n Achievement level would be highest before the civilization had 
fully developed (during its growth), that it would have dropped sharp¬ 
ly by the time the climax had been reached, and would have reached a 
low point during the subsequent decline of the civilization. 

Toward this end selected authors from the periods of (1) Growth 
/ 90 0—475 b.c.), (2) Climax (475-362 b.c.), and (3) Decline (362- 
100 b.c.) were scored for (a) the amount in each of achievement im¬ 
agery on six subjects—man and his gods, farm and estate manage¬ 
ment, public funeral celebrations, poetry, epigrams, and war speeches 
of encouragement—and (b) the presence of achievement-related val¬ 
ues” such as future orientation, impulse control, and dominance ol 
man over nature. The three periods were determined ostensibly on 
the basis of economic prosperity. 11 Considerable difficulties were en¬ 
countered in applying to Greek authors tests of achievement imagery 
which had been developed in connection with modem psychological 
tests, but the difficulties were met by various modifications m the de- 

tails of the tests. . , T , u 

The results were expressed in mathematical tables, which 1 shall 
not reproduce. These figures, in Berlew’s judgment, proved his thesis: 
the level of n Achievement was “highest during the birth and growth 
of the civilization, lower during the climax and lowest during the pe¬ 
riod of decline.” Changes in n Achievement preceded and presumably 
caused economic progress rather than the reverse. 

In his concluding pages, Berlew discusses possible factors respon¬ 
sible for this observed change. First, he notes the hypothesis that a 
high level of n Achievement was a racial characteristic of the northern 
invaders into Greece but observes that, while plausible, it is difti- 


tions, Harvard University, for lending me a preliminary drai % S^nd P^an 
tions on the use of measures of social motivation in Spanish, English, and P^nvmi 
history Berlew’s findings are available in Motives in Fantasy, Action, and Society, ed. 

from the text of the original paper. See also D. C. McClelland, J* * ’ 

R. A. Clark, and E. L. Lowell, The Achievement Motive (New York: Appleton- 

Century-Crofts, 1953). 

11 As based on Sorokin, Heichelheim, Gomme, and Michell. Butculmral con¬ 
siderations played a greater part in their periodizations than Berlew folly re S 
nized McClelland's chapter in Motives in Fantasy , Actum, and Soctety also repors 
foat the scoring of “doling,” etc., on Greek vases produced similar results. 
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cult to follow up.” Much more attention is devoted to a discovery of 
modem psychological analysis that children taught to be independent 
at an early age tend to have high n Achievement and to the argument 
that children are weaned later in societies of low protein diet. “We 
may speculate, then, that the early Greeks subsisted on a high protein 
diet and weaned their children very early (evidence from Homer indi¬ 
cates that they did like roast meat),” whereas later the Greek diet 
shifted from roast meat toward cereals. More demonstrable in Berlew’s 
view is the increasing use of slaves as nurses and tutors in Greek so¬ 
ciety, a factor which would decrease the n Achievement of the chil¬ 
dren so reared. With this increase of slavery would go an increasingly 
capitalistic economy in which the poor became dependent upon state 
support. 

My other example, likewise in the field of earlier Greek history, is 
an essay by Hermann Strasburger, “Der Einzelne und die Gemein- 
schaft im Denken der Griechen.” 12 This study proceeds along the 
main line of conventional historical analysis. Its principal thesis is the 
proposition that the Greek felt no strong sense of political unity in an 
ideal community; on the contrary, he considered himself an individual 
in a rural, personal environment. 

In proving this hypothesis, which stands in direct opposition to most 
generalizations on the subject, Strasburger first limits his area of in¬ 
vestigation to the archaic and classical eras, to the concept of the city- 
state, and to male citizens therein. The last limitation he justifies on 
the grounds that the upper classes alone make history. 18 He then re¬ 
jects that abstract scheme of thought which first presumes the existence 
of an ideal collective spirit in the early Greek people and argues that 
this spirit was corrupted in the passage of time by the growth of in¬ 
dividual consciousness. Instead, he turns to the facts of the situation. 

The oldest and most abundant evidence on the relations of the in¬ 
dividual to the community is afforded by the Homeric epics. Since 
later literary views accord remarkably with this picture and since, 
moreover, the epics became a common source of ideals for all Greeks, 
Strasburger feels justified in drawing the main proof for his hypothesis 
from Homeric lines. In the Iliad , fatherland is not an abstract term but 

12 Historische Zeitschrift, CLXXVII (1954), 227-48. 

13 Ibid p. 220. 
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a shorthand symbol for one’s family and property; loyalties are of 
rural type. For further proof, the author investigates the mearung of 
two concepts from Homer onward -aristie, individual greatness ex¬ 
pressed in a competitive spirit, and eleuthena, freedom. 

P Beside this positive line of approach Strasburger places a negauv 
proof by investigating the real absence of a conscious concept of com- 
Sty Ve he notes the distoring effect of modern .deal, coons of 
ancient Greece. Since a search through all Greek llterature ^ * 
topic at hand would lead the student into a host of special problems, h 
proceeds on the assumption that “one will most easily gain a clear 
picture if one bases one’s views on a comparison of outstanding wit¬ 
nesses.” 14 The term community in the modem sense oi Gemems / 
he does not find in Greek literature, and bonds appear in a negative 
sense as a necessary evil. As a final example (which he probably in¬ 
tended as a clinching argument) he adduces Alcibiades, t e unscrupu 
lous, self-directed Athenian leader during the later stages of the Pe 

P ° While basing his main line of thought upon the continued existence 
of a common Greek outlook, Strasburger observes an evolution in 
consciousness of individuality. In his opening paragraph he comments 
that his subject has a bearing not only on early Greek but also o 
general Ancient views, especially those of the nobility in the Roman 
Republic; indeed, light can perhaps be thrown on the attitudes of hu¬ 
manity as a whole. But he specifically refuses to engage in sweeping 
conclusions on this matter. Not all Ancient historians, as ave a 
ready observed, would be equally circumspect. 

m 

These two studies are more than adequate food for reflection on 
the problems of generalization in Ancient history. I only regret that I 
cannot here furnish a full commentary upon their treatments paragraph 

by BemSn P Ae two, the average Ancient historian would surely pre¬ 
fer the second approach. Berlew’s essay he would read with interest 
but probably without much stimulation. The main conclusion is, in 
simple English, that Greek civilization was more dynamic in its earlier 
than its later stages, or had more energetic people at the outset. Insofar 


14 Ibid., p. 246. 
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as this conclusion is correct, it is already known through other, more 
subjective, means . 15 

Is such a generalization better proved by mathematical tables? The 
scientist will feel so, for the generalization about the quantity of 
n Achievement present in each author can be tested independently by 
other students who apply the same tests to the same material. In Ber- 
lew’s study another scorer is reported to have come to much the same 
results as did the author himself. This fact lends a pleasant air of certi¬ 
tude to generalizations so achieved; but is not the apparent validity as 
much due to their quality as logical inferences from presuppositions as 
to the mechanical measurement which was carried out? Whenever I 
have analyzed scientific efforts to reduce historical phenomena to 
measurable quantities, I have found that the basic periodizations and 
hidden values which determine the grouping and selection of statistical 

ixA " 6 bCen th ° Se already g iven by the historical discipline itself.* 

Whatever conclusions one may reach on this matter, there is an¬ 
other important aspect of generalization which must be considered. 
General statements are useful to the historian not only as valid infer¬ 
ences and summations of specific historical facts but also as s tim uli for 
further thought; the most desirable generalizations are those which 
place the facts in a new light and lead to further generalizations based 
upon these facts. “Statistical research is for the historian a good serv¬ 
ant but a bad master. It profits him nothing to make statistical general¬ 
izations, unless he can thereby detect the thought behind the facts 
about which he is generalizing .” 16 

Berlew does try to explain changes in the amount of n Achievement. 
When he does so, his statistical approach quietly disappears. The first 
suggestion, that of a racial inheritance, he properly rejects in essence; 
this is in root nothing more than the Nordic myth, an enduring curse 
of Greek scholarship. The second, based on weaning and protein diet, 
strikes me as no more valid, an effort to support mathematical treat¬ 
ment of human development by mechanistic interpretations of human 


a f 1 ' ^ cCIelknd ( in Motives in Fantasy, Action, and Society, pp. 522-25) essays to 

Je£w r t?'P P ;° aCh a S ainst f ch ^ and als ° a § ainst kmd of criticism Jiven 
below that it does not consider all factors; as is evident from my text I do not con¬ 
sider this defense convincing. y 

p. 228 R ' C ° llinSWOOd ’ TheIde “ ° f Hist0r y <° xford: Clarendon Press, 1946), 


* [See the essay by Aydelotte below, especially pp. 172-77, for a fuller discus¬ 
sion of quantitative procedures in historical research.— Editor.] 
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beings. And the last two, the growth of slavery and of a state-sup¬ 
ported proletariat, are very insecure on the factual level; they also 
rest on questionable hypotheses about the evil effects o s av ^7 
capitalism (hypotheses, incidentally, reflecting modern states of m 

which are far from scientific). 17 , 

The Ancient historian, moreover, will feel that the scope of Be 
lew’s treatment is at once too broad and too simplified tc. resul :m 
sound generalizations. Like many scientific studies in the SMcth* 
tory, his essay seeks to cope with an extremely broad ^ °f tune 
and requires such diverse chains of development as the 
and Alexandrian to become bed-partners in l the same Procrus^n 
couch. The concept of n Achievement is defined in economic terms 

aI °We may be gratefal for the insistence that the historian treat the 
great problems of his subject as well as study m parvo, but we may also 
feel that analysis in terms of such an abstract universal as *^ Achieve¬ 
ment does great violence to the wide web of ^ er a ^ d as P ec ^ s 
of human life with which the historian must always deal. In the labo 
ratorv the nature of scientific experiment restricts the range of va 
able factors so as to achieve useful theoretical results, 
too may restrict his gaze but only with an awareness that a tremen 
dous host of other elements lie about and beneath his specific subject. 
The opening lines of Strasburger’s essay, which is itself restricted, de- 

serve quotation: .... . 

Wer ie die Erfahrung gemacht hat, wie schwer es ist, sich uber ein e- 
deutenderes geistCsgeschichtliches Thema kurz zu fassen, 
an der Oberflache zu bleiben, der wird es verstehen, wenn ich meme heut g 
Aufgabe verengere und die Auswahl des Emzelnen subjektiv treffe, um nur 
iiberhaupt etwas Personliches geben zu konnen. 

While the scientist’s inclination is toward the general, the loscomn j 
can win throngh to this level only after long concentration upon thel 

specific. 

The generalizations which Strasburger has reached will strike the 
average historian as more soundly based than Berlew s They are 
stimulating for further thought, particularly inasmuch as they are in 
opposition to the communis opimo. Strasburger s proof res s upo 

17 o pp mv essay “An Overdose of Slavery,” Journal of Economic History 
WIIMl95 S 8j n-^anfA. H. M. Jones, Athenian Democracy (New York: 

Praeger, 1957). 
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tailed investigation of the meaning of various Homeric and other pas¬ 
sages and upon analysis of the changing implications of important 
terms and is illuminated, even buttressed, by the citation of specific 
examples such as Alcibiades. The complications of the subject are set 
forth in some detail, and several lines of attack, both positive and 
negative, are employed. Major and minor aspects are distinguished to 
a greater extent than was apparent in the lists of subjects scored by 
Berlew. No less than in Berlew’s study, underlying assumptions are 
essential to Strasburger’s argument—for example, the opinion that the 
Iliad represents also the views of men of later centuries or the asser¬ 
tion that we need consider only the attitudes of the upper classes. 
These assumptions are perhaps more fully stated by Strasburger than 
by Berlew, and they are of the type which historians are predisposed 
to accept though that fact does not necessarily make them more 
valid. 

The results of Strasburger’s essay are not expressible in the precise 
terms of mathematics, and he even admits that one Platonic dialogue 
(Crito 49d—54) contains a concept of the community as a unifying force 
far beyond that to be found anywhere else in the literature he surveys. 
Whereas Berlew could check his results by having an independent 
scorer, no other historian will necessarily draw the same generaliza¬ 
tions from Strasburger’s factual material. Indeed, I for one feel that 
he has overstressed the naive enthusiasm of the Greek aristocracy in 
an era when n Achievement was strong, and I hold that the resulting 
expression of individualistic views—important as they are in setting 
a current in Western civilization—must be taken against a background 
of traditional (and so less expressed) communal loyalty. 18 Alcibiades 
was not the only man active in Athens during the late fifth century; 
its other citizens fought desperately for their state and yielded to Spar¬ 
ta only when they were starved into submission. 

My disagreement with Strasburger may suggest the enduring prob¬ 
lem the historian faces in generalizations based upon conventional his¬ 
torical methods. By what methods can we test general statements ini 
the field of Ancient history and so create generalizations which will! 

« a same problem appears in Berlew’s paper, which postulates that authors 
reflect the same drives, the same goals, as the general population.” This is true, 
but the extent to which upper-class attitudes affect the surface of literature can 
never be overlooked; cf. my Civilization and the Caesars (Ithaca N Y • Cornell 
University Press, 1954), pp. 207-11. 
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be universally acceptable? At the present time, however a conclusion I 
is arrived at in a specific work, other Ancient historians may not ac- j 
cept it and may create other generalizations of their own. 

In recent decades students of history have been much concern 
over cognate problems, such as the nature of historical causation t e 
subjective quality of the historians’ product, or the underlying e e 
of faith implicit in inductions from limited, specific facts - e £ en 

spirit in most treatments has been one of horror at the discovery that 
historians do differ. Then come feverish efforts to secure a method of 
agreement or, among more realistic investigators, a desperate resigna¬ 
tion to a totally unsatisfactory situation. ,. 

This horror is entirely unnecessary, and I have observed tha - 
torians who yield to it have tended to become paralyzed. The follow¬ 
ers of Clio do not now have methods by which they can reach agree¬ 
ment on the generalizations obtainable from a given mass of facts. 
(Agreement on the truth of the facts themselves, let it be noted, is 
commonly considered a rather different matter.) Nor, so long as his- 
tory is an honorable subject, will they ever so agree. Histonca gen-J 
eralizations cannot be “tested” in a scientific sense. ,. 

This situation, as 1066 and All That would put it, is a good thing. 
History is not a science, and one of my objectives in citing Berlew s 
study has been to suggest the dangers of impoverishment and 1 - 
founded assumption which would result if we tried to convert history 
into another discipline. Generalization is not to be con emne 1 1 j 
personally based. As inheritors of the rational tradition of Western 
civilization we need to apply firmly logical principles to our specific 
facts (which we have tested properly), to eliminate the subjectivity of 
open prejudice, and to exhibit some humility in our conclusions. The 
interpretations thus achieved by a sound scholar conversant with the 
facts will persuade some of his confreres and will stimulate those who 
disagree into a deeper, wider investigation of the subject. 


JL V 

The immediately preceding observations lead to the last aspect of 
generalization in Ancient history which I wish to consider; this is also 
the aspect on which I think attention should be focused with a view 

to possible improvement. . . . i 

Many students are aware, if only unconsciously, that their gene a 
izations do not now command universal assent and that this situation 
does not seem to prevail so widely in the sciences. They a so sense 
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that historians have not found a method of analysis which can properly 
produce universally acceptable generalizations. The process of gener¬ 
alization, moreover requires the use of judgment, logical inference 
and synthesis, and the expression of results so achieved leads to prob- 

1 d ° ^ PUrdy f3CtUaI discussi °n- 

I he effect of these factors, far too often, is a refiisal to generalize at all. 

hls te ndency is markedly prominent in the training of graduate 
students. The manuals which treat of historical method concentme 
upon the problems of the validity of facts, though the humanistic tra¬ 
ditions of the historical profession usually lead the authors of such 
manuals to survey the problems of synthesis. This matter, neverthe¬ 
less, often seems a vestigial appendix, and students certainly treat it in 
this light. Anyone who has read doctoral dissertations over the years 
wiU be aware that students rarely dare to generalize 
Nor are they encouraged to do so when they turn to the collective 
wisdom of the historical profession, as exhibited in Z 
of our journals. I have recently gone through a number of currfnt 
ssues of scholarly periodicals, both of a general nature and of special- 

| fa. m AnClent hlSt0ry ’ 311(1 have found almost no criticism 

A volume which does little more than pile up masses of facts in 

wW he T W1 COmm °? ly gCt g °° d marks ‘ Contrast, any author 
who generalizes extensively will undergo heavy attack, which much 

oo frequently will take the form not of debate on his generalizations 
themselves but of triumphant citation of specific exceptions A fledg¬ 
ling historian, m particular, may expect a sharp rapid advice t hft 
greater value would have resulted “from a more limited application of 

” * e ” d »» ** he was 

In the present connection there is modi food for thought in Oscar 

f„T A “ Pn ““ “ !md7 b7 R ' H Ho “'“ Gteekinps foS 

m the Agora excavations: * 

JS or" refraiDed fr °i dawi « Aching conclusions regarding the his- 
economic imphcanons of his study. He has made the datafor such 

*■ f Pr ‘ hi *”y of * A-". 


16 



Reflections upon the Problem of Generalization 

use of the material available to historians and others who wish to build further 
upon them. Had the author succumbed to the temptation of synthesizing, he 
might have made his book more readable and his own task more enjoyable, 
but the value of such deviation from his appointed task might be question¬ 
able. 20 

I do not urge that either young students or their elders should rush 
into wide-scale generalization. We all know sad examples of this tend¬ 
ency. Yet in spite of the indiscretions involved, the perversity of hu¬ 
man nature is such that we do generalize; when we do so, our training 
and conventions prepare us inadequately for skillful, conscious eleva¬ 
tion above the level of the specific. Howland, the author of the study 
on Greek lamps, provides a striking example of this human perversity. 
To quote Broneer further, Howland has occasionally “permitted his 
imagination to roam briefly, as when he suggests that certain "behe¬ 
moths’ of the first century b.c. "may have been commissioned by arro¬ 
gant Roman conquerors who felt no compunctions about squandering 
captured Athenian oil reserves.’ ” A student, in other words, who has 
deliberately refused to generalize on subjects about which he could 
make useful remarks has casually engaged in a completely unwarrant¬ 
ed observation. Do we know the Roman conquerors were wasteful? 
Were there any oil reserves in Athens when it was conquered by 
Sulla? Experience induces me to suspect that this casual remark about 
""arrogant Roman conquerors,” singled out as it has been in a review, 
is likely to creep into the thinking of future historians of Athens and 
Rome. On the other hand, the ""far-reaching conclusions regarding the 
historical or economic implications” of this material which might more 
justly have been advanced have not been made. 

Taken as a whole, the peculiar qualities of Ancient history which 
have been sketched above probably lead scholars in that field to gen¬ 
eralize more often than would be required in fields where factual evi¬ 
dence is more abundant and less digested. The methods employed to 
arrive at general statements have been suggested in the case of one 
article (Strasburger’s). I see no reason to pile up other examples, be¬ 
cause these methods are essentially the same in all historical areas—a 
combination of positive and negative chains of argument, an appeal to 
specific cases as embodying general principles, and so on. The result¬ 
ing generalizations cannot hope to command universal support, but 
this is no ground for despondency or, worse yet, refusal to generalize. 

20 American Journal of Archaeology, LXIII (1959), 402. 
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On the contrary, my conclusion must be that in far too many essays 
and volumes on Ancient history the process of generalization is un¬ 
duly limited. An underlying difficulty, which I have not thus far men¬ 
tioned and do not wish to investigate further here, is the possibility 
that we live in an age of transition when the standards of the past are 
being severely shaken (though historians will be aware that all ages 
are transitional); men, accordingly, may seek security of mind by 
j working on the level of the specific. But if my suspicion is correct that 
I even students of the particular will generalize unconsciously, then it 
would be far better for them to admit the necessity for generalization, 
f ^ ne resu ^ would be greater attention in the training of graduate 
students to the problems of logic and literary style which are inherent 
in generalization,* as well as a commonly applied requirement that 
they not stop short on die factual level in their papers and dissertations. 
Another eminently desirable consequence would be a broadening of the 
standards of historical criticism. 

Editor? ^ 65827 ^ P ° tter (PP * 192 ~ 94 below) for a similar recommendation.- 
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II. Generalizations in 
Ancient History 

BY M. I. FINLEY 

I 

This essay has a pervasively critical tone, which is neither 
accidental nor “unconscious.” Its subject is methodological—the na¬ 
ture and problem of generalizations—not historical. It is not con¬ 
cerned with the content, the truth or falsity, of any particular gen¬ 
eralization in Ancient history; it is concerned with the way Ancient 
historians go about their work, what they say or do not say, what they 
assume or overlook. I have deliberately adopted the expository device 
of the polemic, but I have not sought out atypical, heterodox studies, 
nor have I looked for Aunt Sallys and easy targets. Silly generaliza¬ 
tions can be found; Ancient history is no more immune from bad work 
than is any other discipline. I have tried to choose my few examples 
from typical and responsible writing by well-known historians. The 
choices are arbitrary, but only in the sense that the illustrations are 
those which happen to be more familiar to me because of my special 
interests. It is not suggested that the particular subjects and areas se¬ 
lected for illustration are better (or worse) instances of what is being 
done than any others or that the examples cannot be readily countered 
by others with different tendencies and approaches. I do believe, how¬ 
ever, that the problem of generalization is not often studied with suf¬ 
ficient rigor by Ancient historians and that loose, inadequate, and even 
erroneous conceptions are common enough to warrant a polemical 
discussion. 

It is generally agreed that Ancient historians rarely discuss ques¬ 
tions of method (other than questions of technique in ancillary dis¬ 
ciplines such as archeology or textual criticism). It would be difficult, 
for example, and perhaps impossible to compile even a short anthology 
in the field comparable to Pieter Geyl’s Debates with Historians. 1 Max 
Weber and Eduard Meyer once debated problems of method and 
Mommsen’s centenary has recently stimulated some analysis, but who 
has studied the underlying assumptions and methods of Rostovtzeff or 
1 London: Batsford, 1955; N.Y.: Meridian Books, 1958. 
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Glotz, of Tenney Frank or Beloch or Bury? 2 Admittedly many his¬ 
torians think the subject is better off without such discussion. Histori¬ 
ans, one hears all the time, should get on with their proper business, 
the investigation of the concrete experiences of the past, and leave the 
“philosophy of history” (which is a barren, abstract, and pretty useless 
activity anyway) to the philosophers. Unfortunately the historian is 
no mere chronicler, and he cannot do his work at all without assump¬ 
tions and judgments—without generalizations, in other words. Insofar 
as he is unwilling to discuss generalizations explicitly—which means 
that he does not reflect on them—he runs grave risks. 

In the present context, the weakness which results at once is a mis¬ 
conception of the nature and extent of the problem of generalization. 
“The perversity of human nature is such that we do generalize,” says 
Professor Chester G. Starr in the foregoing article (p. 17). How much 
should the historian generalize? How little? That is the question he 
poses, and “perversity” suggests, as does much of his discussion, that 
the issue is a moral one or, at least, that there is a free, personal choice: 
to generalize or not to generalize. “Generalizations,” he writes (p. 3) 
more or less as a definition, “.. . are commonly the summation by the 
historian of those views of historical explanation and causation which 
he has exhibited less obviously in the selection and arrangement of his 
facts. Unlike factual statements,” “generalizations seem danger¬ 
ously pliable to the subjective drive of the particular mind which 
produces them” (p. 3). 

No doubt there is an element of truth in these remarks. And no 
doubt they would receive widespread assent—they are familiar enough 
to everyone who has read anything on the subject. But they start the 
discussion at the wrong end. Some generalizations are the summation 
after long study of a historian’s views about historical explanation and 
causation. But those are not the only generalizations, nor the most 
common, nor (perhaps) the most important. It is the others which 
tend to escape consideration, and they, at least, cannot be usefully 
analyzed in^ terms of “shall” and “ought,” of human frailty, subjec¬ 
tivity , and perversity. The first question is not how much or how 
little generalization but what kinds and levels of generalization. That 


The obvious answer to my rhetorical question is: Professor Arnaldo Momiglia- 
no, most of whose articles relevant to this question are now collected in two vol- 
umes, Contribute alia storia degli studi classici and Secmdo contribute . . (Rome* 

T e 1 Letteran J ra j t nd 1960 >* The magnitude, however, of the 
t sk he has undertaken merely highlights the paucity of other writing of the kind. 
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is a commonplace, so obvious that it is easily forgotten. I believe we 
must first concentrate on the obvious—on the generalizations with 
which a historian begins his work, so to speak —must begin it —long 
before he is ready to sum up his conclusions (which, in practice, he 
may or may not do). 


II 

For convenience of discussion, I shall set out (and comment on) a 
rough typology of generalizations, for which I make no claim other 
than that it may help to clarify the issues. 

1. The most rudimentary and indispensable generalizations are 
classijicatory. Consider the word Greek , whether as noun or as adjective. 
It is literally impossible to make any statement including Greek which 
is not a generalization. Furthermore, it is impossible to make such a 
statement which would be true without greater or lesser qualification 
(of course excepting such truisms as “All Greeks must eat”). In the 
first place, there is no meaningful definition of Greek which does not 
differentiate in time—between a Homeric Greek and a contemporary 
Greek, to give the most extreme example. Second, applied to the An¬ 
cient world any definition must face the fact of mixed populations, 
part Greek, part something else. Third, any meaningful statement, 
even when restricted to “pure” Greeks at a fixed moment in time, 
must allow for variations in ideas or practices, whether by region or 
by class or for some other reason. 

No one will suggest that, because of such difficulties, the word 
Greek had better be dropped from historical writing. Exactly the same 
situation prevails with such specifically Greek institutional terms as 
polis (“city-state”) or assembly , which I shall not discuss. The case is 
different, however, with a special category of classificatory generaliza¬ 
tions—namely, those which transcend Ancient history altogether: 
trade, agriculture, peasantry, empire, democracy, slavery, and so on.* 

* [MeyerhofF in his letter to the Committee, cited above (see pp. vi-vii, n. 2), 
underlines Finley’s point, questioning whether classificatory generalizations, or “la¬ 
beling generalizations,” are, strictly speaking, generalizations at all. “They are 
classifications or abstract concepts or ‘ideal types’ as they may be found in the 
taxonomic, descriptive phase of any science. More simply, they are abbreviations 
or short-hand descriptions. Such descriptive concepts do cause trouble in history 
and elsewhere. In history, for example, they raise the problem of reifying abstract 
terms or the problem of periodization. More serious, perhaps, is the fact that we 
also use these terms for the purpose of explanation in history. Thus we say, ‘owing 
to the rapid growth of a capitalist economy . . . ’ or ‘because of the revolution 
. . .’ and we may fail to see that these concepts are descriptive only, not explana¬ 
tory in the strict sense. At any rate they are defective; some radical empiricists 
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Here there is much room for analysis, much need for clarification. One 
example will serve as a pointer. 

In a paper on slavery in the Greco-Roman world, Professor S. 
Lauffer wrote as follows: 


The word Sklave, esclave, schiavo, which stems from the Middle Ages and 
originally marked Slavic war captives from eastern Europe, can be transferred 
to Antiquity only in an anachronistic way, and that means with misunder¬ 
standing. Furthermore, the word brings to mind the Negro slavery of North 
America and the colonial areas in the most recent centuries, which makes its 
transfer to the relationships of Antiquity even more difficult. The Ancient 
“slave” is an entirely different social type. 3 

Few (if any) of the Ancient historians present at the discussion of 
Lauffer’s paper looked with favor on this radical suggestion to aban¬ 
don the word slave , and, in fact, it is an evasion of the difficulties, not a 
solution. The historian seeks to describe Ancient slavery concretely, 
and it can be argued that the label does not matter; that, furthermore! 
if it is misleading in part, it should be replaced by a neutral one. The 
obvious choice for the Greek historian is the Greek word drnlos, 
which can have no non-Greek associations. But this is pretense, a pure 
fiction. All words have associations, and they cannot be removed by 
fiat. Even nonsense syllables or algebraic symbols, which can be pre¬ 
sumed to start life without associations, necessarily acquire them if 
they are used in a substantive context. Drnlos as an isolated word has 
no meaning to a modem historian, but as soon as he reads and thinks 
about douloi in Athens he cannot, being human, avoid making connec¬ 
tions with servitude, and hence with slaves. He may persist with abso¬ 
lute rigor in calling them douloi, never slaves, but all that he will 
accomplish by this artificial procedure will be to prevent his generaliza¬ 
tions from being made explicit, from being examined systematically 
(by himself or his readers). Lauffer has suggested a sweeping conclu¬ 
sion about Ancient slavery, not, as he seems to think, a safer working 
method. Out of a desire to escape the evils of a false generalization he 
has produced another generalization. He may or may not be right in 


(not myself) would say they are ‘pseudo-concepts,’ because the abstraction is only 
an abbreviation for the sequence of events which it is called upon to explain.” See 

also Wnghts essay, below, esp. pp. 36-37.— Editor.] * 

3 “Die Sklaverei in der griechisch-romischen Welt” in the Rapports of the 

1960)TlTl §reSS ° f HiSt0rical SdenCes (Uppsala: Almqvist & 


22 



Generalizations in Ancient History 

his conclusion—that is not the point at issue—but he (and we) must 
be quite clear about what he has done. 

And where does this process logically end? “The Ancient ‘slave’ is 
an entirely different social type” implies that the Ancient slave is a 
social type. Is it? The Greeks regularly used the word doulos (and the 
abstract noun douleia ) to cover a range of statuses. Even if we ignore 
the more metaphorical uses—“the allies became douloi of the Atheni¬ 
ans”—there remains the famous crux of the Spartan helots. Contem¬ 
porary Greeks had no qualms about calling them douloi . Most his¬ 
torians today object: they will not allow the translation slaves for the 
helots while employing it for the douloi of Athens and, curiously and 
most inconsistently, for the debt-bondsmen of pre-Solonic Attica or 
early Rome. Essential differences among these Ancient status cate¬ 
gories are undeniable. Therefore, one should argue on the Lauffer line 
of reasoning, the Ancient slave is not a social type at all, any more than 
slave in general. One should insist on breaking the concept down still 
further, on using different words for helot, debt-bondsman, and so on. 

This process, carried far enough, would make all historical dis¬ 
course impossible: even the sparest annalist would find himself in 
trouble, for he could safely say no more than that individual X per¬ 
formed action Y in a given place on a given day. At least that would be 
a consistent procedure. What often happens in current practice has 
neither that virtue nor any other. Instead of grappling with the dif¬ 
ficulties which Lauffer noticed—and they are serious ones—students 
of Antiquity often run from them to the illusory safety of the term 
serf , which they apply most commonly to Spartan helots but sometimes 
even to the pre-Solonic debt-bondsmen in Attica and to other groups 
that seem not to be chattels in a strict sense. It should be immediately 
evident that this procedure merely transfers the problem in toto from 
one rubric to another, from slave to serf. It solves nothing. The conclu¬ 
sion is demonstrable that at present, on this particular topic, the use of 
classificatory generalizations is in an unsatisfactory state, in which the 
inconsistent terminology reflects a deeper confusion in the interpreta¬ 
tion of the institutions themselves. 4 

2. A comparable kind of generalization is classification by period . 
Current practice is not altogether uniform. Classical and Hellenistic are 
standard terms in Greek history (though there is no agreement where 
to end the latter), but there is less unanimity for the earlier periods, 

4 See M. I. Finley, “The Servile Statuses of Ancient Greece,” Revue Interna¬ 
tionale des droits de Vcmtiquite , 3d ser., VII (1960), 165-89. 
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for which various labels are used, drawn almost entirely from art and 
archeology, such as archaic , Geometric , even sub-Geometric and proto- 
Geometric . Roman history, on the other hand, is traditionally divided 
according to political systems—kingdom, Republic, Empire (with 
subdivisions: early and late, Principate and Dominate). There are ob¬ 
vious reasons why the practice differs between Greek and Roman his¬ 
tory. There are equally obvious difficulties with, and justifications for, 
the practice of periodization, but they are substantially the same in 
Medieval and Modem history. I can do no more here than exemplify 
the prevailing situation in Ancient history. 

The validity of the scheme of periods (or their essentials, which is 
the same thing) is rarely discussed. 5 The traditional Roman scheme, in 
particular, is customarily accepted without examination, as if it were 
self-evident. I do not wish to challenge it here, but I must point out 
that it presumes a very big generalization—namely, that the form of 
political organization is the pivotal institution; the form, furthermore, 
in its crudest sense of monarchy or not-monarchy. As soon as one 
concerns oneself with other aspects of Roman history, this generaliza¬ 
tion is put to the test and difficulties arise. In Roman law, for example, 
there is still no agreement among the experts on the right way to divide 
the subject into periods, apart from the break between classical and 
post-classical law, which is said to have occurred in the third century 
of our era. Insofar as this lack of agreement is but another instance of 
the usual difficulties with all periodization in history, it requires no 
comment in the present context. But there is also a difficulty peculiar 
to this situation, and that is the apparent lack of synchronization be¬ 
tween legal history and political history. What does one do? 

As a test case, I choose H. F. Jolowicz’s excellent Historical Intro¬ 
duction to the Study of Roman Lawf a standard work. In the opening 
chapter, entitled Periods in the History of Rome and in the History 
of Her Law,” Jolowicz sketches and characterizes the periods in six 
pages, first “in history” (a rubric that should be pondered) and then 
“in the history of the law.” The latter he divides in this way: (1) the 
period of conjecture (to the XII Tables), (2) from the XII Tables to 
the end of the Republic, (3) the first century of the Empire, (4) the 

6 An important exception is Alfred Heuss, “Die archaische Zeit Griechenlands 
als geschichtliche Epoche,” Antike und Abendland, II (1946), 26-62. It is worth 
noting that such a work as H. E. Stier, Grundlagen und Sinn der griechischen Ge- 
schichte (Stuttgart: Cotta, 1945) has been almost completely ignored. 

6 2d ed.; Cambridge: At the University Press, 1952. 
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classical period (from Hadrian to the Severi), (5) the post-classical 
period down to the reign of Justinian, and (6) the reign of Justinian. 
In principle this is a very poor classification, since the basis oscillates 
between the state of our knowledge and the state of the law. It is also 
very poor in substance, precisely because it tries to combine two de¬ 
velopments by the Procrustean device of forcing legal history into 
political periods. Despite Jolowicz’ statement regarding period 2 that 
“it is impossible to find any obvious break in this long stretch of some 
four hundred years,” his book leaves no doubt that a break must be 
found and made (this is most obvious from his chapters on the sources 
of law and on legal procedure). As for periods 3 and 4, he himself de¬ 
stroys them as soon as he creates them. “The change from republic to 
empire,” he writes, “did not make any immediate difference to private 
law”—so much for one end; as for the other, “this period [3] indeed 
merges into” period 4. And all that is claimed to have happened in the 
course of period 3 is this: 

Bringing peace after about a century of turmoil, the new order was favorable 
to legal development. It is also perhaps true to say that now, opportunities for 
political distinction being necessarily few, the law remained the chief avenue 
for men who aspired to a public career. 

There is the usual caution: 

If it is difficult to divide general history into periods without introducing a 
false idea that a people develops by starts rather than continuously, it is still 
more difficult with legal history, for there are seldom any violent breaks. 

Nevertheless, not only does Jolowicz make the attempt in the intro¬ 
ductory chapter but he then organizes his entire book accordingly. To 
do otherwise would be impossible. That is why it is important to stress 
(a) that the organization is set down in the most casual way, without 
any significant explanation or justification, without serious presenta¬ 
tion of the criteria or implications; (b) that two possibly distinct de¬ 
velopments are merged arbitrarily, with the political one in the prior 
position, again without any attempt at justification; and (c) that in the 
course of these six pages a number of sweeping generalizations are 
introduced, which are not essential to the periodization, which em¬ 
brace law in general, not merely Roman law, and which are stated ex 
cathedra. Among these ex cathedra generalizations are: (1) It is “a false 
idea that a people develops by starts rather than continuously”; (2) 
peace, not “turmoil,” is “favorable to legal development”; (3) be¬ 
cause there were few “opportunities for political distinction”—“nec- 
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essarily” so because the Republic had been replaced by the Empire— 
the law remained [why “remained”?] the chief avenue for men who 
aspired to a public career.” None of these propositions is self-evident. 
Indeed, the one about peace is thrown into doubt on the following 
page when Jolowicz notes that the next time there was a “restoration 
of order” following an “era of confusion”—that is to say, with the 
accession of Diocletian—it “did not revive legal literature.” No ex¬ 
planation is suggested. 7 There is one, however (again a great gen¬ 
eralization laid down ex cathedra ), in Fritz Schulz’s History of Roman 
Legal Science*— namely, the complete “victory of bureaucracy.” 
Schulz thinks it important to give some bibliography to justify the 
label “classical” but gives none to justify his substantive proposition 
about the effect of bureaucracy on classical (which he also calls 
“aristocratic 5 5 ) jurisprudence. 9 

. 3 ‘ These considerations at last bring me to the kind of generaliza¬ 
tion on which attention is usually concentrated—to interrelations of 
events and, beyond that, to causes , to answers to the question Why? 

If the historian does nothing else, he arranges events in a temporal 
sequence. If he did no more, if he were a chronicler in the narrowest 
sense, there would be no problem other than getting the dates right. 
But he always does much more, even when he is working within a very 
restricted field. When Thucydides selected the incidents at Corcyra 
and Potidaea for a detailed narrative rather than any of the other events 
which occurred in the years 433-432 b.c., his choice was dictated by a 
decision he had made about causes. He said so explicitly, and he under¬ 
scored his decision by dismissing the Megarian decrees in a few words 
and by refusing even to mention a contemporary belief that Pericles 
deliberately provoked the Peloponnesian War in order to distract atten¬ 
tion from his personal peculations. Thucydides need not have talked 
about the problem of causes at all; the excision of a very few sentences 
and phrases in his text would have converted his account into a strict 
narrative, leaving the question of causation, in any explicit formula- 


7 The problem is touched on in the final section of the book, but even there one 
cannot find a clear explanation, and surely none which throws light on the apparent 
contradiction within the opening chapter itself. 

8 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), p. 101. 


In this discussion I have not been at all concerned with the labels. The impli- 
cations of a word like classical are interesting, but what I have written would not 
e affect^ in the least if the word were replaced by something else, by dates for 
example (fifth and fourth centuries b.c. in Greek history). 
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tion, to the reader. That is what historians frequently do. Yet there is 
no fundamental difference in the two procedures, however different 
they may appear in the end-product, aesthetically or psychologically. 
The choice of events which are to be arranged in a temporal sequence, 
which are to be interrelated, necessarily rests on a judgment of an 
inherent connection among them, whether that judgment is or is not 
expressed in so many words. 

The next step in the argument carries us to a point which has 
usually escaped notice in the relevant discussions. War has always 
been a central theme in Western historiography—its causes, main 
events, and results. The Peloponnesian Wir alone has been the subject 
of more books and articles than perhaps any other single topic in 
Ancient history. What Thucydides began has never ended. It is there¬ 
fore a startling paradox to be reminded, as Professor Amaldo Mo- 
migliano tried to remind us a few years ago, that there is “a great deal 
of truth” in F. M. Comford’s old, neglected thesis that Thucydides 
was “not interested in causes”: 

The Greeks came to accept war as a natural fact like birth and death about 
which nothing could be done. They were interested in causes of wars , not in 
causes of war as such. Yes, the golden age had been free from wars, but then 
that was the golden age. In ordinary life you could postpone a war, but you 
could not avoid war. . . . 

... I think there would be some truth in saying that historical writing from 
the Renaissance to the beginnings of this century has been much more success¬ 
ful in dealing with causes of political revolutions than with causes of external 
wars, just because it has been so largely under the influence of Greek and 
Roman historiography. 10 

The heritage of Greek historiography was a sharp distinction between 
causes and pretexts, between remote and immediate causes—between 
“isolated episodes of past history ” (my italics) and other episodes which 
were nearer at hand and therefore more obviously linked with a par¬ 
ticular war. The twentieth century, Momigliano continues, has finally 
broken with the “classical interpretation of war” in order to seek 
“all-pervading economic, social, religious and psychological factors.” 
Yet, with the century more than half over, he is compelled to close his 
article by enumerating ten major topics, connected with Ancient war¬ 
fare, which have not been systematically investigated: the idea of a 
just war, “the propensity to attribute strictly personal reasons—some- 

10 Momigliano, “Some Observations on Causes of War in Ancient Historiog¬ 
raphy,” Secrndo contributor pp. 13, 27. 
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times silly ones—to declarations of war,” the role of public opinion 
the idea of war guilt, and so on. r ’ 

Even if Momigliano is right in his cautiously stated view that the 
inadequacy of Western historiography in this field can be explained by 
the influence of Greek and Roman historiography—I do not discuss 
that-a crucial point emerges. Hardly a month goes by without an¬ 
other article on the causes of this or that Ancient war, and still no one 
(or scarcely anyone) turns to the “all-pervading factors.” The matter 
of generalization lies at the root of this neglect. A thorough study of 
say the role of public opinion must end with conclusions, big gen¬ 
eralizations, and it may even begin with them. The causes of a single 
wax, on the other hand, customarily are studied in isolated episodes 
and it is assumed that therefore the subject is a concrete study of par¬ 
ticular events, the historian’s proper business, because it is essentially 
free from generalizations, given the usual warnings about prejudice 
about every man’s being a product of his own time, and the like I 
suggest that there is a fundamental fallacy here, that behind the care¬ 
fully objective correlating of events, in which no connections are 

made other than those dictated by “common sense,” there lurk gen¬ 
eralizations as sweeping as those which are sedulously avoided, usually 
die biggest of them all, that war is “a natural fact like birth and death.” 

1 hese generalizations are no less sweeping or “perverse” for being 
unexpressed and undiscussed; they are merely less defensible, less 
hkely to rest on Greek or Roman economic, social, religious, and 
psychological factors, more hkely to rest on contemporary factors as 
the individual historian accepts them (by habit, not by reflection) in 
his role as an individual m his own society (not in his role as a reflect¬ 
ing historian); and, therefore, diey are less objective than the avowed 
generalizations which he dismisses as subjective and unveriflable. 

n sum, in this third type of generalization, precisely the same situa¬ 
tion prevails as in the other two. The alternative which is presented, 
usually by implication but often enough (especially in book reviews) 
by sharp assertion, between generalization and no-generalization (or 
little generalization ) turns out not to be that at all. Every attempt 

“ Ca ™ s ’ t0 order the uni que events of history in some 
fashion—by classification or by interrelation-entails as much gen¬ 
eralization as any attempt frankly to state general propositions about 

S'n F m ° n p War 01 1 £ eff£CtS ° f Skvery or the feline of the 
EpiSte T ° glCal and meta P h ysical considerations 
apart, every historian is plunged into all-pervading causes the moment 
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he goes beyond mere naming or counting or dating. The illusion that 
he can draw essential distinctions of the kind I have been trying to 
examine serves merely to stultify him. It does not make him more 
objective, more circumspect, more of a historian (and surely not a 
better historian). 

Ill 

Nothing I have said so far bears specifically on Ancient history, as 
distinct from any other history, Medieval or Modern, Eastern or 
Western. Does the study of Ancient history have special qualities or 
characteristics which give some kind of twist to the problem of gen¬ 
eralization or require special approaches? 

Starr (p. 17) says that 4 ‘the peculiar qualities of Ancient history . . . 
probably lead scholars in that field to generalize more often than would 
be required in fields where factual evidence is more abundant and less 
digested.” This belief would undoubtedly receive wide assent. Neither 
Starr nor anyone else has assembled any statistical evidence on the 
point, and it would therefore be futile to try to defend or challenge the 
statement on the question whether it is a fact that Ancient historians 
“generalize more often” than Modern historians. But I believe it needs 
to be challenged on its reasoning. That Ancient historians have a 
smaller body of source material than most historians and that they 
must rely much more on belles lettres and archeological finds and pro¬ 
portionately less on documents cannot be denied. It follows that they 
are more concerned with textual criticism and with material objects, 
that they often have less control over the reliability of a source, that 
they must often depend on a single statement by a single author, that 
there are greater gaps in the chain of data—in short, that they must 
more often guess and hesitate and qualify and end with a non liquet . 
But what have any of these things to do with the frequency of gen¬ 
eralizations as distinct from their greater or lesser probability? Do 
Ancient historians draw more generalizations about slavery, for ex¬ 
ample, than do historians of the American South? On the contrary, I 
think they tend to draw fewer (and, sometimes, worse ones) pre¬ 
cisely because of the limitations imposed by the evidence. 

One should not confuse extrapolation and inference with generaliza¬ 
tion. In dealing with such factors as population or prices, the Ancient 
historian lacks the material for a series. Therefore he extrapolates 
more freely—but that does not mean that he generalizes more freely. 
On the contrary—again, as with slavery—the tendency is to throw up 
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one s hands in despair at the lack of evidence. Or consider this ex¬ 
ample of inference: We know that in Attica at the beginning of the 
sixth century b.c. there was a deep agrarian crisis, which Solon failed 
to solve, whereas in the fifth century the small-farmer class was nu¬ 
merous and, if not prosperous, at least relatively secure; some his¬ 
torians, therefore, infer that the tyrant Peisistratus redistributed a fair 
amount of land, although not a single existing source says so. Whether 
right or wrong, this inference is no more than a kind of extrapolation, 
working from one isolated episode to another* (much like a discussion 
of the causes of the Peloponnesian War). Probably Ancient historians 
are forced to this kind of reasoning oftener than others. But such an 
inference is not a generalization; insofar as it rests on generalizations 
the situation is no different from what I have discussed in the previous 
section of this paper. There is nothing peculiar to Ancient history in 
the reasoning process. 


Only m one respect, perhaps, does the Ancient historian face a 
rather special (though not unique) problem. Gaps in the evidence send 
him (should send him more often than they do, I may say) to other 
societies and periods for help. This is a legitimate procedure even for 
historians with much more abundant material, and it raises the familiar 
problems inherent m all comparative social analysis. Those I shall not 
discuss, but I think there is something rather special in the field of 
Ancient history, namely, that the classificatory generalizations and the 
underlying assumptions are derived in very large part from more or 
less recent experience. How much writing about Ancient economics 
tor example, assumes without discussion that trade and money have 
characteristics and impacts which are universally the same, except for 
differences in quantity or scale? The answer will be obvious to anyone 
who has read the modem literature on, say, Aristotle’s brief discussion 
o exchange in the fifth book of the Nicomachean Ethics. 

A generation ago Johannes Hasebroek, influenced by Max Weber 
urged a reconsideration of the accepted assumptions about Ancient 
economics. His work had serious defects, but he was neither corrected 
nor answered on the central issues; he was crushed and dismissed, 

sunk without a trace. The remarks by the late A. W Gomme are 
typical: 


f * '■f ee che , artl , cle by Gotts chalk (pp. 117-18) for another example of “v 
from one isolated episode to another.” —Editor.] ^ 
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Hasebroek has to admit of course that Athens imported most of the corn and 
almost all her timber. He often makes a point that these were necessities; and 
somehow or other persuades himself that there is some essential difference 
between trade in necessities, in articles of primary consumption, and other 
trade. . .. We might go indeed further: one of Hasebroek’s main arguments 
is that the policy of ancient states was never determined by commercial con¬ 
siderations—neither foreign nor internal policy; yet a country dependent on 
supplies of necessities from abroad would, one might suppose, be more likely to 
take trade into consideration than one which traded in non-essential goods.... 
The Greeks were well aware that imports and exports must in the long run, 
somehow, balance. 11 

Gomme’s rejoinder is usually cited as sufficient dismissal of Hase¬ 
broek’s work. If there is any doubt about the source of Gomme’s eco¬ 
nomic ideas, it is removed a few pages later when he offers a longish 
argument, obviously derived from Adam Smith, to support the cer¬ 
tainly erroneous contention that the Greeks “were perfectly familiar 
with the principle of sub-division of labor.” Gomme’s argument is 
exactly the kind of modern argument his one source, Xenophon, was 
not making . The very few Ancient writers who mention division of 
labor at all do so in a context and from a point of view which are 
essentially different from Adam Smith’s. They were interested in the 
quality of manufacture, not in quantity or efficiency. Indeed, the very 
notion of “efficiency” is one of the best examples of a modem concept 
which, though taken as self-evident, turns out to be missing (in such 
contexts) throughout Antiquity. 

If I am right, if it is the case that much of the subsurface generaliza¬ 
tion in Ancient history comes from outside, so to speak, then the 
Ancient historian is placed under a particular burden, one which is 
made still heavier by a contingent factor. Ancient history is unique in 
VWstem history (but has parallels in Middle and Far Eastern history) 
in that its professional practitioners are by long tradition often men 
who are not in the first instance historians at all but men trained in 
language and literature who call themselves Classicists (or Hellenists) 
and Classical philologists, epigraphists, and papyrologists. In raising 
this point, I make no suggestion that there is something arcane about 
history or even that it requires technical training in the same sense in 
which the natural sciences do. The implications lie in two other direc¬ 
tions. 

11 “Traders and Manufacturers in Greece,” in Essays in Greek History and Lit¬ 
erature (Oxford: Blackwell, 1937), pp. 42-66. 


3 1 




M . I. FINLEY 


First, there is an unmistakable tendency for Classicists, steeped as 
diey are in the literature of Greece and Rome, to follow the lead of 
Ancient writers, and particularly of Ancient historical writers. The 
example of the causes of wars has already been given. Another is the 

ThiiewTr| 1Stl f rCmark that r SinCG one must “ rel y • • • mostly upon 
Thucydides for an account of the Peloponnesian War . . . independent 

generalization will be difficult” (see pp. 4-5 above). I agree that Clas 

“ ip I tS 4e reason is S »« ^ 

LToudv i?? * ^ P ' y r0 ° te<1 which con- 

tion”lLr ,-r 4 ? tS , CVen F0hibitS ““dependent generaliza¬ 
tion (that is, a different explanation). When Comford argued that the 

Peloponnesian War was primarily due to economic caufes “ 

mediate reply was that Thucydides was unaware of such causes. Com- 

7rZ:^; bly wroag f ia Ais p u articuiar argument ’ but the siience 

iect for l n ° pr °° f a f mSt him ' Hindsi g ht is more than a sub- 

Lav f and d fr keS H “ “ shorthand for the truth that further experience 

Sed I o h” ’/"r understandin g ^ich contemporaries 
missed-in other words, for new and better generalizations. 

oecond. Classicists by definition do not have the habit of thinking 

about history and historical problems other than those on which they 

happen to be working, do not, by and large, even read history (in l 

in fi UK H “T Sdi Theit s eneral historical views, 

?“f“ SCh00l<lays (1^ their economic ideas), and 
? " p ' he ‘ r blsIC assumptions, their subsurface generalisa¬ 
tions, from winch they proceed to classify and order events and insd 
rations of the Ancient world. Their independent study is restricted to 

SSS" 1 “by re-erlination rf*: 
SSf- 1 R ' Ms wrote in the preface to Z 

To my fellow-professionals I perhaps owe some defense of the use which I 

vario n J ademsevera P laces of recent anthropological and psychological obser¬ 
vations and theories. In a world of specialists, such borrowings from nnfo m ;i 
.ar disoptae. are, I know, generally received by the lea3 

«Mnv fdl f I”" dlS ', a!,t -" ■' h ” ra “” » b ' ouoons m 

, PP I g * Greeks generalizations based on non-Greek evidence but none 
for the withdrawal of Greek scholarship into a self-imposed isolation Still less 
e classital scholars justified in continuing to operate—as many of them do 
with obsolete anthropological concepts.*’ 7 d °~ 

1! (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1951), p. viii. 
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To the objection that Dodds is talking about something else, about the 
relationship between history and other disciplines, I reply that for 
many Classicists history is in effect another discipline. No doubt few 
will go so far as to offer an apologia like this: 

I realize that the subject matter of this book belongs to a field of research more 
appropriate for a trained jurist than for a general student of Hellenic antiquity. 
.. . Nevertheless, in studying Athenian private law the novice has one advan¬ 
tage which is denied to the professional. He can approach the subject free 
from all preconceived notions derived from other legal systems. 13 

But, apart from the astonishing conception of human knowledge which 
is implied (things learned are condemned as misleading preconcep¬ 
tions), this statement does reflect much actual practice. What is “a 
general student of Hellenic antiquities’ 1 ? No historian of France (or 
Germany) is likely to dismiss his professional qualifications and call 
himself “a general student of French (or German) antiquities.” The 
difference expresses the peculiar situation in Ancient history. 

Common sense is no substitute for professionalism. Let me explain 
what I mean by professionalism . When the late Professor W. L. 
Westermann wrote, “Serious revolts of slaves did not occur during the 
period 500-320 b.c., which is a significant commentary upon the gen¬ 
erally mild treatment of slaves during that time,” he implied a com¬ 
mon-sense generalization—that slaves revolt when they are treated 
harshly, not when they are treated mildly. 14 It happens to be, almost 
certainly, a false generalization, as a study of slavery in other societies 
reveals. As before, however, the substance of the generalization is not 
what concerns me but the manner of reaching it. Of course, I cannot 
pretend to be able to recapitulate Westermann’s mental processes 
when he wrote that sentence, but the practice is common enough. We 
all do it. Given fact A—in this instance the almost total absence of 
slave revolts for two centuries—fact B is at once linked with it as an 
obvious explanation. What I mean by professionalism is, among other 
things, the habit of mind, which comes from experience with historical 

13 John V. A. Fine, Horoi , Studies in Mortgage , Real Security and Land Tenure in 
Ancient Athens (Hesperia , Supp. IX, 1951), pp. v-vi. 

14 The Slave Systems of Greek and Roman Antiquity (“Memoirs of the American 
Philosophical Society,” Vol. XL [Philadelphia, 1955]), p. 18. In a clever tour de 
force, Paul F. Lazarsfeld said all that needs to be said about common sense in the 
opening pages of his “The American Soldier—an Expository Review,” Public 
Opinion Quarterly , XIII (1949), 377-404. See p. 120, n. 4 below. 
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study and reflection, that sends up a warning light every time one 
makes such a connection. Professionalism tells a historian what ques¬ 
tions to ask, not what answers to give. 

IV 

Obviously no historian can be asked to make a systematic personal 
study of every term, concept, assumption, and interrelation he em¬ 
ploys. If he were, he could never accomplish anything. The conclu¬ 
sions I draw from what I have said are merely: (1) historians gen¬ 
eralize all the time at the beginning and in the course of every smdy 
they make and the more conscious they are of this, the more control 
they will have over their generalizations; (2) since generalization is 
inherent in the work of the historian, it is absurd for him suddenly to 
become cautious and to refhse to generalize at the end of a study. 

Ultimately the question at issue is the nature of the historian’s func- 
aon. Is it only to recapture the individual, concrete events of a past 
age, as m a mirror, so that the progress of history is merely one of re- 
discovermg lost data and of building bigger and better reflectors? If so 
then the chromcle is the only correct form for his work. But if it is to 
understand—however one chooses to define the word—then it is to 
generalize, for every explanation is or implies one or more generaliza¬ 
tions. There is a cunous fallacy in many minds that the whole issue is a 
product of the late nineteenth century, stimulated simultaneously by 
modem physical science on the one hand and by Marxism on the other. 
Let us grant the impact of both-on history as on other disciplines. 
f-Ut even ™ e mo f T casuaI acquaintance with pre-nineteenth-century 
historians, from Herodotus to Vico or Herder, ought to leave no 
doubt that, each in his own way, the important historians, the ones we 
s I read as historians (and not merely as possible sources of factual 
information), were deeply concerned with general truths and with the 
difficulties in both establishing them and communicating them, often 
explicitly so (in the case of Thucydides, at least, obsessively so). 

What modem science and Marxism between them have accom- 
phshed is to inject unnecessary fears into the situation. The arguments 
go. Human behavior does not lend itself to quantitative analysis and to 
repeated re-examination under identical conditions, and therefore all 
generalizations are unreliable; Marxism distorts human behavior by 
reducing it to a monistic theory; worse still, like all varieties of “his- 
toncism (m Karl Popper’s sense) it is morally noxious. The reply to 
such arguments is too easy. Must every discipline either be physics or 
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be abandoned? Must all generalizations be dropped because some are 
demonstrably untrue or even dangerous? Is a limited reliability no 
better than useless? Verification of historical generalizations is ex¬ 
tremely difficult and apparently cannot be achieved, at best, beyond 
the establishment of a greater or lesser probability. The historian (of 
the nineteenth century as well as of Antiquity) can only within baf¬ 
fling limits employ the research techniques and the quantitative analy¬ 
ses available to the student of the current social scene. These are 
aspects of the problem of historical generalizations which require care¬ 
ful, detailed consideration. But such an analysis need not be made— 
and probably can be made least effectively—in the field of Ancient 
history. The issues in one historical period are not essentially different 
from those in another. 
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III. On the Uses of Generalization in the 
Study of Chinese History 

BY ARTHUR F. WRIGHT 


. once passed this judgment upon Chinese historiogra¬ 

phy: History among the Chinese comprehends the bare and definite 
tacts, without any opinion or reasoning upon them.” 1 If this were true, 
we could begin this paper with the introduction of “opinion or reason¬ 
ing about historical fact that came with the Western invasion of 
China; m other words, generalization in Chinese history would begin 
with the mneteenth century. That such is not the case I shall hope to 
demonstrate m Part I of this paper, where I shall discuss the origins and 
uses of certain generalizations that are as old as the Chinese histories 
themselves. In Part II, I shall turn to certain generalizations of West¬ 
ern provenance which came in the twentieth century to be applied to 
the study of Chinese history; there I shall deal also with the continuing 
authority of traditional generalizations in the works of twentieth- 
century historians, both Chinese and Western. 

In speaking of generalization in history I shall use the term in two 
distinct senses. The first refers to what we do when we pick a subject 
matter to talk about, forming categories, selecting or constructing 
general terns. Examples of this mode of generalization are: “the 
,. the Chmese Empire,” “time of troubles.” These I shall 
call labeling generalizations.” The second sense in which generaliza¬ 
tion is here used is to refer to statements which take the form of laws. 
Thus, for example: “As a dynasty ages, the land tax rises”; “invasions 
ot settled empires are preceded by periods of desiccation of the 
steppe ; ideas generally proceed along trade routes.” These I shall 
call regularity generalizations.” The two types are often interrelated 
in complex ways. For example, the labeling generalization “time of 
troubles is a shorthand reference to Arnold Toynbee’s theory regard¬ 
ing the decline of civilizations, and this theory is but one component of 
a larger system of ideas. Again, as we shall see below, a labeling gen¬ 
eralization may be based on a complex of assumptions that a people 
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make about themselves and on notions of causation that are embedded 
in their particular world view. The distinction just made between 
types of generalization is rough and tentative;* it leaves out of ac¬ 
count many of the critical problems which are of interest to philoso¬ 
phers of history, but it has seemed to me useful in organizing the dis¬ 
cussion which follows. 

I 

It is well known that no people on earth possesses so voluminous a 
record of their past as the Chinese. The sum of recorded particulars for 
the two and a half millenniums of “formal” history writing is incal¬ 
culable. lo translate the twenty-five standard histories would require 
forty-five million English words, and this would represent only a 
minute fraction of the total record . 2 It is not surprising that a 
scholar-statesman of the thirteenth century remarked with a sigh that 
when he contemplated the (then) seventeen dynastic histories, he 
hardly knew where to begin . 3 

The careful record-keeping, the work of editing, re-editing, com¬ 
pilation, and annotation absorbed the energies of innumerable scholars 
in every generation. We may ask why the study of the past was so 
esteemed and what sorts of value were ascribed to it. Chinese thinkers 
offer many answers to these questions, but a few of these echo and 
re-echo down the centuries, apparently commanding widespread as¬ 
sent. One is that the successes and failures of the past provide sure 
guidance for one’s own time. In a passage which may date from the 
beginning of the first millennium b.c., one of the founding statesmen of 
the new dynasty of Chou says to his prince: “We should by all means 
survey the [preceding] dynasties of Hsia and Yin .” 4 * & Half a millennium 
later, Confucius was enjoining his disciples to follow his example and 
seek guidance from the ways of the ancients. The Confucian tradition, 
as it developed, perpetuated the injunction to study the past as a 
repository of relevant experience. 

2 Homer H. Dubs, “The Reliability of Chinese Histories,” Far Eastern Quar¬ 
terly , VI (1946), 23^:3. 

3 A remark attributed to the Sung statesman Wen T’ien-hsiang (1236-83). See 
Hsu Tzu-chih fung-chien (Ssu-pu pei-yao edition), chap. 184, p. 16b. 

4 The Book of History, “The Announcement of the Duke of Shao” as translated 

by James Legge, The Chinese Classics , III, part 2 (Hong Kong and London: Trubner 

& Co., 1865), 429. 

* [See the essays by Gottschalk (pp. 113-29 below) and Potter (pp. 183-92) 
for further discussion of types of generalization.— Editor.] 


37 



ARTHUR F. WRIGHT 


A second justification for history was elaborated as Confucianism 
evolved over the centuries into a full-blown orthodoxy sustained and 
reiterated by social and political institutions. This was that, whereas 
the Classics the corpus of traditional wisdom—provided the guiding 
principles, history provided the instances and the proofs of the work¬ 
ing of those principles in the affairs of men.* To add to the historical 
record was to participate in the great work the sages had begun, and 
os y istmy was to understand in clusters of concrete instances 
how men had fared when they lived in accord with or in defiance of the 
moral injunctions of the Classics. 

Such a rationale of historical study had several corollaries. First, the 
historian, who was almost invariably both a scholar and a man of ac¬ 
tion, enjoyed an authority and prestige unknown in the West; it would 
have been inconceivabie for a Chinese prince to greet a historian as the 
Duke of Cumberland greeted Edward Gibbon: “So, I suppose you are 
at the old trade again-scribble scribble scribble.”* Second, history 
was an integral part of the formal education of the elite, of the state- 
examination curriculum, and of the formulas for self-cultivation devel¬ 
oped by later Confucian teachers. Third, the historical mode of argu- 

=°° n ; am V 0pIay m dominant role in a11 serious discussions— 

T 5 ’ mhtary Strate ^’ fiscaI Policy, or law. In the 
voluminous state documents of imperial China almost every memorial 

and every edict makes an appeal to history and tends to argue not from 
general principles but from precedents. 

of S ' 1 S 0 " 7 T S iven , such wei gl* “ education and the conduct 
ol public affairs and when the record grew in voluminous detail from 

Cnr t0 . g Tr ° n ’ ^ rdeVant lessons ’ the recurrent patterns, 
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caSd f W l S r tl0n ° f Particukrs and gaping of events; it was 
f f er by Statesmen and educators who used certain con- 
figurations of events or recurrent behavior patterns in policy argument 
and didactic writings This rendering-down of record into pattern is 

were formed 7 W ^ generallzatlons of both types specified above 
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But what governed the search for patterns? What defined the scope 
of generalizing activity and in turn the content of the generalizations? 
In the broadest terms the determinant was the world view of the his¬ 
torians as members of the Chinese educated elite. It was what I have 
elsewhere called the “self-image of Chinese civilization”—a self- 
image that was the property of the literati. This was not a timeless or 
unchanging mental set, nor was it unaffected by varieties of tempera¬ 
ment and intellectual interests. But it contained certain radical con¬ 
tinuities and uniformities, and we must refer briefly to some of them 
since they are the source of the generalizations in traditional his¬ 
toriography . 7 

By reason of its relative isolation China developed a high degree of 
self-sufficiency in technology, institutions, language, and ideas. And 
for long ages the Chinese elite knew of no other “civilization” in any 
way comparable to their own. Looking landward toward the steppe 
and aboriginal peoples of eastern Asia or looking across the seas to 
less favored island cultures, the Chinese were sustained in two views 
that are basic to the literati self-image. One was that China was the 
physical center of civilized life; the other was that China was superior 
to all other cultures in all spheres—manners and morals, the organiza¬ 
tion of state and society, technology and the arts, the cultivation of 
character and intellect; a corollary of the latter view was that China 
had a “civilizing mission” in eastern Asia, and this was translated into 
colonial and foreign policies that ranked all China’s neighbors in de¬ 
grees of subservience and dependence. The first of these views is crys¬ 
tallized in the most used term for China—Chung-kuo (“The Central 
Kingdom”). The second is reflected in an alternate term— Chung-hua 
(“Central Cultural Florescence”) . 8 We shall consider the connotations 
of these terms in our discussion below of labeling generalizations. 

A second element of the self-image is the view that China enjoyed 
its pre-eminence because of its moral superiority. The sage rulers of 

7 For a fuller analysis of this self-image and its effects on the study of China in 
Asia and the West, see Arthur F. Wright, “The Study of Chinese Civilization,” 
Journal of the History of Ideas, XXI (1960), 233-55. 

8 A Yuan dynasty definition puts the difference succinctly: “ Central Cultural 
Florescence is another term for Central Kingdom . When a people subjects itself to 
the Kingly Teachings and subordinates itself to the Central Kingdom; when, in its 
clothing it is dignified and decorous, and when its customs are marked by filial re¬ 
spect and brotherly submission, when conduct follows the accepted norms and the 
principle of righteousness, then one may call it [a part of the] Central Cultural 
Florescence.” Cf. the fourteenth-century comment by Wang Yuan-liang on a pas¬ 
sage of the T’ang-lu shu-i, as quoted in Morohashi, Daikanwajiten, p. 293. 
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remote antiquity had not only tamed the land and the waters; they had 
set up principles for the conduct of life that had a timeless and universal 
validity. And interpreters of those principles, from Confocius on 
down had taught men how to live by them, to perfect themselves, and 
to bmld the good society. The history of the past, properly written 
and property studied, would validate those principles; great works of 
art and literature would directly or indirectly reveal their truth Edu¬ 
cated men, in their lives as statesmen or writers, were to provide living 
examples of these moral principles, so that lesser folk, Chinese or for¬ 
eign, might be inspired to do likewise. When men deviated from the 
moral standards, then all manner of social discord and political chaos 
would follow. Eternal moral values expressed in enduring social norms 
were Aerefore believed to lie at the heart of China’s greatness. 

A third key element of the self-image is holism—the helief that all 
strains of thought, all institutions, all forms of behavior should em¬ 
body and express a common set of values. Ideally the emperor, guided 
by the teachings of the sages, should preside over an indoctrinated of¬ 
ficialdom who were his agents for the maintenance of harmony and 
imiformity throughout state and society. Artisans and peasants should 
be taught their place and provided with instruction in proper conduct 
mid with minimum conditions for productive life in the shops and 
fields. Each subject of the emperor would know his place and his role, 
and the result would be a frictionless order; there would be no dissent¬ 
ing opinions, divisive groups, heterodox beliefs, or mass rebellions. 9 

It need hardly be said that these elements of a self-image suffered 
rude shocks from reality: China was often overrun by barbarians, and 
for half a miUenmum (ca. a.d. 300-800) innumerable Chinese em¬ 
braced the values of Indian Buddhism. Men would not or could not 
live according to the great principles of the Chinese sages, rulers were 
corrupt or incompetent, society was disturbed by the strivings of 
power-hungry men and rent apart by mass rebellions. Yet the elements 
we have menaoned-along with many others—survived as part of the 
persisting self-image, the body of myth to which the Chinese elite re¬ 
turned again and again to find their way out of chaos into a new period 
o prosperity and peace. Let us see how they shaped some of the gen- 
raiizations of traditional historiography. 

(Sanford, Calif,: Sl.nford Umvchr,' 
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One of the most important of the regularity generalizations in tradi¬ 
tional historiography is the dynastic cycle. On the surface this is a 
life-cycle analogy: polities, like men, have their periods of birth, 
growth, maturity, senescence, and death. Yet these successive phases 
were never seen as the product of natural law or blind fate. The 
dynamic behind them was moral, and the lessons to be drawn from the 
study of dynastic rise and fall were moral lessons. In its genesis a 
dynasty received the mandate to rule from Heaven, which recognized 
the justice and promise of the new regime. And at its end a dynasty 
lost the mandate when its performance had flouted the moral norms 
and destroyed the moral basis of a good society. 

If we recall what was said earlier about the rationale of history and 
historical study, we will not be surprised to find that historians re¬ 
flected long and hard on the causes of dynastic prosperity and failure. 
Ssu-ma Kuang (1019-86), memorializing the throne in regard to his 
great comprehensive history of China, said: 

Disregarding my inadequacy I have constantly wished to write a chronological 
history . . . taking in all that a prince ought to know—everything pertaining 
to the rise and fall of dynasties and the good and ill fortune of the common 
people, all good and bad examples that can furnish models and warning. 10 

The great historian views the rise and fall of dynasties as an estab¬ 
lished rhythm, but he implies that a wise prince can leam from past 
cycles to make the moral choices that will protract the prosperity of 
his house. 

The notion of the dynastic cycle gave rise in turn to a host of re¬ 
lated regularity generalizations. 11 For example, it was often argued 
that the phase of prosperity was correlated with the length of individ¬ 
ual reigns, 12 that the influence of women at court was both a symptom 
and a cause of dynastic decline, that “when officials are oppressive, the 
people rebel”—a syndrome of decline. The “bad-last ruler” of a dy¬ 
nasty became a stock figure who played out his role in a recurrent pat- 

10 Translated by Edwin Pulleyblank, in “Chinese Historical Criticism” in W. G. 
Beasley and Edwin Pulleyblank (eds.), Historians of China and Japan (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1961), pp. 153-54. Pulleyblank’s introduction to this 
important symposium (pp. 1-9) is a valuable survey of Chinese historiographical 
traditions. 

11 For a discussion of these, see Lien-sheng Yang, “Toward a Study of Dynastic 
Configurations in Chinese History,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, XVII 
(1954), 329-45 (reprinted in L. S. Yang, Studies in Chinese Institutional History 
[Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1961], pp. 1-17). 

12 Ibid., pp. 339-40 and 342. A long discourse on this subject by Chao I (1727— 
1814) is translated. 
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tern of amoral behavior—thus demonstrating the justness of Heaven in 
conferring the mandate on the challenger, the “good” founder of a new 
dynasty* 13 

The dynastic cycle and its related regularity generalizations were 
not hypotheses for the detached interpretation of historical events. 
Rather they comprised a symptomatology of political life which pro¬ 
vided rulers and statesmen with material for political diagnosis and 
prescription. Moreover, when the symptomatology became the basis 
of behavior for those in power, their actions tended to sustain the regu¬ 
larity. For example, when Chinese statesmen thought they discerned 
the classic symptoms of dynastic decline, they began to qualify the 

support they gave to the ruling house and thus contributed to its 
ultimate collapse. 

Dynastic cycle implies for the Westerner sequences of political 
events, but the persistent holism that was part of the self-image of 
Chinese civilization meant that the phases of the cycle were thought to 
be reflected in all areas of culture—creativity in poetry and painting, the 
ethos of the peasant villages, the morals and mores of the elite, the tone 
and tenor of popular songs and drama, the rise and fall of the price 
level. It is not surprising, therefore, to find regularity generalizations 
that correlate effete or overomamented literary styles with dynastic 
decline. Vapid philosophizing (“empty words”), obscene or subversive 
popular songs, moral slackness, and greed among the elite were simi- 
larly correlated. 14 


In the major regularity generalization that is the dynastic cycle and 
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in all its corollaries we see the formative influence of the self-image, 
notably the holistic ideal, the belief in moral dynamics and a pro¬ 
nounced Sinocentrism; as Professor Lien-sheng Yang points out, tradi¬ 
tional discussions of the cycle focused on factors at work in the “Cen¬ 
tral Kingdom” and ignored or underrated alien influences* 15 

The labeling generalizations are similarly related to the traditional 
self-image. Here we can discuss only a few examples. The two words 
for China mentioned earlier are among the most potent and persistent 
generalizations of this type. “Central Kingdom” ( Chung-kuo ) and 
c Central Cultural Florescence” (Chung-hud) are old and persisting 
generalizations about China’s place in the physical and cultural uni¬ 
verse. In the beginning Chung-kuo was probably conceived as an em¬ 
battled island of high culture amid the surrounding barbarians, but as 
that culture spread and the Chinese empire took shape, the term im¬ 
plied more—die physical center and pivot of the cosmos; the radiating 
center of all the arts of civilized life; the rightful center of power 
legitimately used to chastise peripheral peoples who posed a threat, 
were restive in their proper subservience or resistant to China’s efforts 
to civilize them; the center to which less fortunate people came to 
learn and from which they returned to improve their own backward 
states. The term thus implied a galaxy of generalizations regarding 
China’s centrality—ideas that shaped the understanding and writing of 
history. Evidence of the influence of such ideas is to be found on every 
hand—in the organization of historical works which give little atten¬ 
tion to “barbarians” and then only in minor sections toward the end of 
the work, in the kinds of arguments statesmen make in time of military 
or cultural threat from without, in modes of address to foreigners, in 
cartography, and in symbolic representations of the Chinese universe. 
As we shall see in Part II of this article, this generalization continues 
to have great influence on recent historical writings. 

A second variety of labeling generalization may be illustrated by 
the termfeng-chien, by which the Chinese historian meant a division of 
political power over land and people between an overlord on the one 
hand and local lords on the other. The set of institutions which em¬ 
bodied this division of power was sometimes accorded a more ancient 
pedigree, but it was given its “classic” form—later much idealized—in 
the Chou Dynasty, whose traditional dates are 1122-221 b.c . 16 In the 

15 Yang, p. 333. 

16 See Derk Bodde, “Feudalism in China” in Rushton Coulbom (ed.). Feudalism 
in History (Princeton; Princeton University Press, 1955), pp. 49-92. 
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latter year the system—by then long decayed—was swept away and 
unified empire began. Thereafter historians and statesmen when they 
contemplated whether with alarm, nostalgia, or hope, the resurgence 
of local hereditary power, often identified it as a variety of the classic 
feng-chien system. 17 By some it was looked back to as an ideal hier¬ 
archy—an expression, we would say, of the holistic ideal. By others, 
in later times, signs of its resurgence were regarded as retrogressive, a 
threat to the power and stability of the Central Kingdom. Yet for all 
who used it, it was a labeling generalization identifying an institutional 
complex or fragments thereof as conforming to a known pattern. We 
shall refer to the strange later history of this generalization in Part II. 

A third variety of labeling generalization in traditional historiogra¬ 
phy is closely related to a fundamental characteristic of Chinese think¬ 
ing and literary expression. This is the tendency to deal in paired op¬ 
posites or paired complements, to speak of “successes-and-failures” 
instead of vicissitudes,” of “Heaven-and-earth” instead of “the uni¬ 
verse. There are many theories concerning the origin of this procliv¬ 
ity, but evidence of it is to be seen in almost every Chinese utterance. 18 
In the writings of historians and statesmen such terms imply a recur¬ 
rence o i e phenomena, place an event in a class of events occurring 
repeatedly through time past. For example, the term chih-lutm (“gov¬ 
ernment and disorder”) subsumes most of political history and carries 
„ . implication that the one phenomenon alternates with the other. 
Hsing-skuai ( prosperity and disaster”) is parallel in its meaning and 
implications. Of a slightly different order are such pairs as hun-chim 
zn&pao-chun, terms for bad rulers of two different classes: the muddle- 
headed and the tyrannical. To use one of these terms is to place the 
named ruler in a specific class, of which there are other examples in 
other historical settings, and at the same time to assert that he does not 
belong to the alternate class. 

Some of the labeling generalizations applied to specific historical 
situations are terse, apodictic statements which imply a regularity, a 
fixed linkage between two orders of events. An example of this is hum 
pi mm pun ( officials oppress, the people rebel”). The word order 
suggests that the first is the cause of the second. Another example is 

tellecrnamfe” and Neo-Legalism in T’ang In- 
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nei-lmn wai huan (“internal disorder, external disaster”), which sug¬ 
gests, though it does not specify, that disorder within the Central 
Kingdom is often (if not invariably) followed by invasion or pressure 
from beyond the frontiers. In both these cases, the phrases are used to 
identify recurrent situations. They are thus labeling generalizations 
with implications of regularity. 

Perhaps enough has been said to suggest the range and some of tin¬ 
types of generalization employed in traditional Chinese historiography 
and to show that it was not limited, as I legel believed, to “bare and 
definite facts.” In some of the examples we have pointed out specific 
linkages to elements of the literati self-image, but in all we have said it 
should be obvious that these generalizations are bound tightly to a 
single culture. There is no comparative reference of the type which we 
find in Ibn Khaldun or among eighteenth-century European historians 
before “progress” lex-used their attention inward upon Europe itself. 
The Sinoccntric view of history anil its regularities was not to change 
until, in recent decades, Chinese culture itself was riven by the ex¬ 
panding West. 

II 

The generalizations we have thus far discussed found their claims to 
validity and persuasiveness in the institutions of a great civilization 
and in the ideas which sustained and rationalized them. By the early 
twentieth century the institutional structure was disintegrating under 
the impact of internal decay and assaults from the West. And as crisis 
deepened, there began a fevered search for new values, for ideas that 
would help men understand their desjx-rare plight and point the way to 
a better future. 

Historians shared with other self-conscious (ihincse the emotional 
and intellectual need to find new ways to locate themselves in time, 
space, and culture. The Confueiun tradition had once provided a total 
view, and this was now discredited. Traditional historiography, for all 
its limitations, had provided methods of sorting, labeling, and inter¬ 
preting the mass of particulars altour China’s past. Most of these 
methods came now to be regarded as anachronistic as outmoded as 
the Confucian world view itself. 

For another modernizing people .such as the lurks, whose historical 
records covered a shorter span and whose devotion to the historical 
mode of explanation was less strong, the need for a new historiography 
was much less acutely felt. In twentieth-century China the his¬ 
torian retained something of the prestige and the authority he had 
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enjoyed in the long centuries of empire. There was pressure on 
him to provide a new past for a new future, to draw new lessons from 
the long record of history—lessons that would give the Chinese their 
bearings and a sense of direction in a vastly changed world. And his¬ 
torians were to do this not in the quiet of well-run universities but in a 
maelstrom of crisis and war. As one would expect, traditional inter¬ 
pretations of man and society were rejected outright by the bold, 
modified by the less venturesome, and clung to with desperate nos¬ 
talgia by a diminishing few. 

In the early borrowings of Western historical methods and theories 
it was the more limited techniques which could be most readily 
adopted. For example, Western methods of textual criticism could be 
easily grafted onto a mature Chinese philology. But the Chinese dis¬ 
covery of comparative history and comparative sociology was revolu¬ 
tionary in its effects on historical studies. As one of the great modem 
historians said: Our eyes have been opened to a new world of hither¬ 
to uninvestigated and unorganized materials; questions which once 
were believed to have no significance now take on an entirely new 
meaning .” 19 

The discovery of new ways to understand China’s past was but one 
aspect of the great period of intellectual ferment and experimentation 
that began in 1919. Concepts and systems of ideas from Montesquieu 
to Marx to Dewey were eagerly studied and debated among the intel¬ 
ligentsia. Historians were caught up in this “tide of new thought” and 
adapted a wide variety of Western ideas to the study of China’s past. 
The mere translation of these ideas into Chinese had far-reaching ef¬ 
fects on how they were understood and how they were used. Sir 
Charles Eliot once remarked: “The most imposing definitions of 
Herbert Spencer seemed naked, shivering and unfledged when ren¬ 
dered in the austere monosyllables of Cathay.” 20 This effect, which 


tt- ^ P refacel ° the Ku-skihpien (“Symposium on Ancient Chinese 

History ), VoL I (Peking: P’u-she, 1926), trans. Arthur W. Hummel, The Auto¬ 
biography of a Chinese Historian (Leyden: Brill, 1931), p. 161. For a useful survey 
ot trends m modern Chinese historiography see J. Gray, “Historical Writing in 
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20 >y Sir George Sansom in his address at the Annual Ceremony of the 
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one can see in the first Chinese efforts to use Western historical terms 
and theories, was not simply the result of translation into a strange 
language. It came, perhaps more importantly, from the fact that these 
ideas were discussed without their contexts, their intellectual anteced¬ 
ents, and the implicit qualifications that accompanied their use in the 
culture that had produced them. Neologisms were created or borrowed 
from the earlier modernizing Japanese, and suddenly there were Chi¬ 
nese words—labeling generalizations—for a variety of phenomena 
first isolated in Western history. They were pressed into service im¬ 
mediately for the urgent task of reinterpreting China’s past. But, for 
the reasons just suggested, they were used falteringly, and Chinese 
history was strained and warped by being suddenly forced into cate¬ 
gories developed to explain a very different history. Modem Chinese 
historians were sensitive to the defects and distortions that resulted 
from many of the experiments with Western categories but continued 
to be inspired by the possibility of perfecting them through trial and 
error. The most courageous and persistent historical scholars have 
succeeded in refining and adapting these categories, and the future of 
indigenous historiography seems to lie with this small embattled 
group. For the majority, a slow, stumbling advance that at best made 
sense only of limited data on limited topics was too arduous a course, 
especially under all the pressures these men were subject to. What 
they wanted was a total theory or scheme that would equal in compre¬ 
hensiveness the Confucian system of an earlier day. The case of Fan 
Wfen-lan, recently the high panjandrum of the historical sciences in 
Peking, illustrates the progress of a timid mind from one closed and 
total system to another. As late as 1933 Fan, in contrast to his in¬ 
novating colleagues, was comfortably writing within the conventions 
and categories of traditional historiography. In 1941, a few years 
after his flight to Yenan, he published A Short General History of China 
that reveals his complete acceptance of Marxist theory as authorita¬ 
tively interpreted by Mao Tse-tung. 21 

Thus twentieth-century Chinese historians borrowed methods, 
then concepts, and finally systems from the West. Yet the hidden 
power of tradition was strong. It was present on every page of the 
documents they used; it was embedded in the terminology of historical 
discourse; certain of its values were subtly reinforced by the senti¬ 
ments of modern nationalism. When we come, later in this section, to 

21 1 am here indebted to Dr. Kai Yu Hsu’s excellent paper, “The Historiography 
of Fan Mfen~lan,” presented to my graduate seminar in Chinese history in 1958. 
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illustrate the types of generalization which emerged in modern Chinese 
historiography, we shall find in every case a complex blending of 
Chinese tradition and borrowings from the West. 

The handful of Western scholars who began in the twentieth cen¬ 
tury to concern themselves with Chinese history naturally came to 
their subject from a different vantage point; yet in many ways their 
approaches were remarkably close to those of their Chinese colleagues 
There are many reasons for this, but we shall mention only a few of 
the most important. First, Sinology as a Western discipline had been re¬ 
markably subject to the literati self-image of Chinese civilization and 
Western historians, schooled in Sinology, were only slowly able to 
free themselves from its influence . 22 Second, the Western historian de¬ 
veloped empathy for China, its past and its modern problems_an 

empathy which drew him close to his Chinese colleagues. Third the 
Westerner, with his limited control of sources, was bound to depend in 
large measure on the choice of problems and the interpretations of 
leading Chinese historians, especially since many of these problems 
and interpretations were derived from Western traditions. Finally 
many historians, both Chinese and Westerners, were drawn into ideo¬ 
logical conflicts and were led to make more or less qualified commit¬ 
ments to one of die competing systems of ideas—systems that were 
not simply analytic but also prescriptive. 

But, having specified these similarities, we should note a striking 
difference. The Westerner was even more appalled at the complexity 
of China s past and at the mountains of accumulated documentation 

pTfiir h n C rc S \ C T OUnter P art - He WaS a Stran g er in a strange land. 
Professor David S. Nivison has described some of the Westerner’s 
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familiar ways. In China, to a disturbing extent, this subconscious stratum of 
historical reasoning failed to work. The historian of European or American 
background and training approaching China has therefore tended to grasp at 
or throw together theories, often distorted projections of broad situations oc¬ 
curring in the European or American historical picture, which would fill the 
gap by enabling him in at least a loose, informal way to explain human be¬ 
havior and utterance which tend to be opaque to intuition. 23 

Thus the Western historian of China was tempted to work his con¬ 
cepts and his theories to the limit—first, to relate those widely sepa¬ 
rated phenomena of which he might have detailed knowledge and, 
second, to “make sense” of Chinese history in a Western language for 
a Western readership. It is from these two groups of historians, those 
in China and those in the West—with their many common preoccupa¬ 
tions and significant differences—that the generalizations of modem 
Chinese historiography have come. It should be noted that in both 
groups there is a range from the bold theorizers to those who make 
cautious and selective use of a few interpretative concepts. Let us turn 
now to some illustrative generalizations that are the product of both 
Wfestern and Chinese efforts to understand Chinese history in new 
ways. 

In discussing illustrative generalizations we shall first consider the 
dynastic cycle in its modem forms, then certain labeling generaliza¬ 
tions of both Wfestern and Chinese provenance and finally regularity 
generalizations that are derived from broad general theories of history 
and society. 

The dynastic-cycle generalization and its corollaries in their tradi¬ 
tional form have not disappeared from historical writing. Here, as in 
other examples we shall introduce, the break with tradition has not 
been sharp, complete, or uniform. In historical writings we still find 
elements of the traditional symptomatology of rise and decline; text¬ 
books and institutes for historical research still retain the division of 
history by dynasties. But two developments have had far-reaching 
effects on this generalization. One is, broadly speaking, an interest in 
historical process, an interest that stresses continuous and cumulative 
change in such newly defined fields as social history, economic history, 
and intellectual history. Dynastic periodization was often retained, 
and a typical monograph title would be Tang-tai she-hui shih (“A 

. 23 Unpublished memorandum, “Some Preliminary Reflections on Generalization 

in History” (Stanford, Calif., 1958). . \ 
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Social History of the T’ang Period”)—the period a labeling generali¬ 
zation from the older historiography, the subject matter newly identi¬ 
fied and labeled with a new concept introduced from the West. The 
effect of this change was to de-emphasize political-dynastic events and 
to work toward continuous histories of one or another nexus in the 
historical process. 

While this trend developed, historians—both Chinese and Western 
—turned to the dynastic cycle with fresh perspectives. It was no 
longer of interest as a guide to the making of choices by those in power 
or as exemplary instances of the working of the principles of the sages. 
But dynastic transitions remain as problems in the study of Chinese 
history, and modem historians have used dynastic-cycle generaliza¬ 
tions as working hypotheses for the analysis of those transitions. The 
result has been a steady flow of new studies—most of them focused on 
a particular dynasty—which add new dimensions to our understand¬ 
ing of dynastic rise and fall . 24 The recording of portents of doom has 
been critically examined and correlated with political and social 
events; the relation between the rise of land tax and the fall of dynas¬ 
ties has been critically examined; so also the incidence of floods and 
drought in relation to dynastic strength and weakness. Peasant revolts, 
traditionally viewed as symptoms of dynastic decline, have been inten¬ 
sively studied, and variety in leadership, social base, and ideology has 
been revealed. Dynastic change is no longer viewed solely in terms of 
Chinese events but is related to the influences and invasions of alien 
peoples . 25 Today the dynastic cycle is viewed as a cluster of regularity 
generalizations, many of them limited to specific periods. It has a far 

24 For English digests of samples of these new works, see John de Francis and 
E-tu Zen Sun, Chinese Social History (Washington: American Council of Learned 
Societies, 1956). 

25 The following are samples of the newer writings referred to in this para¬ 
graph: Hans Bielenstein, “An Interpretation of the Portents in the Ts’ien Han 
shu,” Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities , XXVI (1954); Wolfram 
Eberhard, “The Political Function of Astronomy and Astronomers in Han China” 
in John K. Fairbank (ed.), Chinese Thought and Institutions (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1957); Wang Yii-ch’iian, “The Rise of Land Tax and the Fall 
of Dynasties,” Pacific Affairs, IX (1936); articles on the chronological and geo¬ 
graphical distribution of droughts and floods by Yao Shan-yu in Harvard Journal of 
Asiatic Studies, VI (1942) and VIII (1944) , and in Far Eastern Quarterly, II (1943); 
Vincent Y. C. Shih, ‘Notes on Some Chinese Rebel Ideologies,” in T’oung Pao, 
XLIV (1956); Franz Michael, The Origin of Manchu Rule in China (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1942); K. A. V/ittfogel and Feng Chia-sheng, History of 
Chinese Society: Liao ( 907-1125 ) (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 
1949); Owen Lattimore, Inner Asian Frontiers of China (New York: American 
Geographical Society, 1940). 
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less symmetrical appearance than the classic formulations, and his¬ 
torians who speak of regularities in dynastic rise and decline generally 
use terms and concepts derived from Western thought and make due 
allowance for secular and cumulative changes that were as characteris¬ 
tic of Chinese as of any other history. 

At the same time the influence of the classic dynastic-cycle formula¬ 
tion is discernible in a variety of historical works. The following pas¬ 
sage from a widely used survey of Chinese history describes the later 
years of the great T’ang Dynasty (618-906) : 

However, while outwardly the T’ang was still imposing and Ch’ang-an . . . 
was impressive and fairly prosperous, the family of Li [the T’ang ruling 
house] was declining. In the luxurious life of the court, eunuchs were acquir¬ 
ing the control which so often presaged the end of a dynasty and spasmodic 
attempts at reform brought no lasting improvement. Toward the end of the 
ninth century ineptitude and luxury at the capital and misgovernment in the 
provinces led to widespread discontent and revolt . 26 

Here, among other elements, the notion of court “luxury” as a sign of 
impending doom is straight from the symptomatology of the classic 
dynastic cycle. So, too, is the rising power of eunuchs, whose role in 
this particular debacle was in fact less decisive than that of the regional 
warlords. And modern research has isolated social and economic forces 
that greatly modify and qualify the late ninth-century sequence of 
events here summarized as “ineptitude and luxury . . . misgovern¬ 
ment .. . discontent. . . revolt.” Again, the use of non-official sources 
has made us wonder whether decline was as palpable or universal as 
the dynastic history, written by the T’ang’s successors, would have us 
believe . 27 

Some of the corollary generalizations from the traditional formula¬ 
tion continue to appear in historical writings, and the effect is some¬ 
times incongruous. Here is a characterization of the “bad-last ruler” of 
the Sui Dynasty (581-618) which retains the moral judgments of the 
traditional characterology but introduces new evaluations derived from 
Western thought (I italicize the latter) : 

Yang-ti had the animal courage and the ambition of Ch’in Shih-huang-ti and 
Han Wu-ti, but his abilities were not the equal of theirs; he was as cruelly 

26 K. S. Latourette, The Chinese , Their History and Culture (3d rev. ed.; New 
York: Macmillan Co., 1946), p. 192. 

27 For example, the accounts of the Japanese traveler Ennin as translated and 
interpreted by E. O. Reischauer in Ennin's Diary and Ennin's Travels in T’ang China 
(New York: Ronald Press, 1955). 
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tyrannical as Chieh [the last ruler] of Hsia and Chou [the last ruler] of Shang, 
but in treachery and cold-bloodedness he exceeded them. He had all the 
extravagance and fantastic licentiousness of [two other last rulers], but their 
extravagant palaces . . . did not approach the grand scale of Yang-ti’s Western 
Plaisance and Maze Pavilion. Yang-ti was truly a grand composite of ancient 
Chinese rulers. But he had few of their good points, while their treachery and 
cruelty, their licentiousness and extravagance, were all embodied in him. 
Therefore we say that his achievement was slight and his guilt was heavy; his 
goodness little, his evil great. He constituted a barrier to social development . He 
was the tyrannical ruler \pao-ckiin\ of Chinese history, the criminal oppressor 
of the people. 2 * 


The labeling generalizations from traditional historiography have 
also undergone drastic modification. The revolution in the Chinese 
written language—the shift to discursive writing in a vernacular—has 
greatly weakened the force of the old apodictic statements of comple¬ 
mentary or alternating phenomena. These now appear only as cliches 
embedded in attenuated analytic or descriptive sentences that translate 
all too readily into “social scientific” English. The context of thought 
and discourse that gave them their force is gone forever. 

A century of weakness and humiliation, 1850—1950, inspired many 
historians to study past periods of invasion and disunity and to reassess 
the influence of alien peoples on China’s development. Yet there lingers 
a strong residue of the Sinocentric view of history derived from the 
literati self-image and symbolized in the words used for China. For 
example, in a Chinese history textbook for colleges that was first pub¬ 
lished in 1926, one finds this interpretation: 

The Chinese people conquered by culture, other people by the use of military 
force. When other peoples overcame the Chinese by military force, the 
Chinese subdued them with culture. Therefore through every conflict Chinese 
power expanded. And, in the end, other peoples lost their identities and all 
were amalgamated with the Chinese. Thus, through the coalescence of nu¬ 
merous peoples, there has been moulded the great China (“Central Kingdom”) 
of the present day. 29 


Echoes of the generalizations associated with centrality are to be de¬ 
tected also in the excellent general history of China by C. P. Fitzgerald 


, 28 -P an K ™>-c h,in g, Sui Yang-ti (Changsha, 1957), p. 92. The author is un¬ 
happily caught in a web, some strands of which are stereotypes from traditional 
historiography and others the cliches of a vulgar Marxism. 

<*<*“") (Peking: various 
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when he speaks of “this self-contained culture” and when he states: 
“No territory once fully subjected to this civilisation has ever been 
wholly lost, and no territory permanently incorporated in the Chinese 
area has withstood the penetration of Chinese culture .” 30 

On a more sophisticated level one finds the eminent philosopher- 
historian Hu Shih, in his interpretation ofBuddhism in Chinese history, 
making the assumptions, perhaps unconsciously, that Chinese civiliza¬ 
tion is central, self-perpetuating, and self-sufficient and that foreign 
influences are unwonted and baneful intrusions that somehow deflect 
the “normal” course of development. Thus he remarks of the thinkers 
who worked at the reformulation of Confucianism from the eleventh 
century onward: 

They were quite honest in their attempt to revive a secular [Chinese] thought 
and to build up a secular society to take the place of the other-worldly religions 
of Medieval China. They failed because they were powerless against the 
accumulated dead weight of over a thousand years of Indianization. 31 

Yet such terms as “Indianization” and “Medieval China” represent new 
concepts derived from the West—concepts that have no analogues in 
traditional historiography. Thus, generalizations of centrality, when 
they appear in modem writings, are modified by a new view of the 
world and new, largely Western, concepts of history. 

The effect of Western ideas and theories of history on the tradi¬ 
tional labeling generalization feng-chien has been dramatic and far- 
reaching. It will be recalled that feng-chien had been used by statesmen 
and institutional historians of the old order to refer, first, to the system 
of regionally delegated political power instituted by the Chou Dynasty 
and, second, to analogous systems, actual or ideal, when these were 
discussed in later centuries. When Chinese translators, in the early 
part of this century, were casting about for familiar terms in which to 
communicate Western history, they hit upon (or borrowed from the 
Japanese) feng-chien as a translation of “feudal.” The noted contem¬ 
porary historian Ch’ien Mu remarks: “To take the two characters 
feng-chien from Chinese history to translate the ‘feudalism’ of Western 


30 C. P. Fitzgerald, China: A Short Cultural History (rev. ed.; New York: 
Praeger, 1954), p. 2. 

31 Hu Shih, “The Indianization of China: A Case Study in Cultural Borrowing” 
in Independence , Convergence and Borrowing (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1937), p. 247. For a different interpretation see chapters 4 and 5 of my 
Buddhism in Chinese History (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1959). 
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history is to fall into a serious terminological tangle .” 32 He goes on to 
point out what many historians would now agree on—that the differ¬ 
ences in genesis and structure between Chou Dynasty feng-chien and 
Western feudalism, however defined, are so great that they quite out¬ 
weigh the similarities and make the terminological equivalence more 
misleading than otherwise. But the difficulties raised by the equiva¬ 
lence have wider ramifications. 

Iti the historical discussions and polemics of modern China feng— 
chien was despoiled of its Chinese specificity and was loaded instead 
with the ideological overtones which feudal and feudalism had accumu¬ 
lated in the West. The tendency in recent years has been for Chinese 
historians to use the term in a Adarxist context and to characterize one 
or another period of Chinese history as “feudal” in order to get China 
on the allegedly universal Marxist escalator of progress. This is not 
the decision of a historian who has somehow satisfied himself that a 
given period or institution is closely analogous to something in the 
West that has, on specified criteria, been termed feudal. It is, rather, 
an act of ideological commitment. The effects of this have been 
grotesque because it has involved historians and ideologues alike in the 
tortured effort to explain how great centralized bureaucratic empires 
can be feudal. Such usage of the term has been sanctioned by the 
unimpeachable authority of Mao Tse-tung: “Chinese feudal society 
lasted for about 3000 years. It was not until the middle of the nine¬ 
teenth century that great internal changes took place in China as a 
result of the penetration of foreign capitalism .” 33 What has happened 
in the case of feng-chien is that it has been appropriated by a Western 
theory of history with claims to universal validity, and it is therefore 
no longer useful as a working hypothesis for the study of the institu¬ 
tions of the Chou period—the classical age of feng-chien —nor of the 
period ca. a.d. 220-589, when there was a resurgence of some of the 
features of the first age of feng-chien. 


C ^ ien , Kuo-shihhsin-lun (“New Discourses on Chinese History”), 
(Hong Kong 1956), p. 1 .For the ramifications of the feng-chien-knA^Xism equiva¬ 
lence, see Bodde, Feudalism in China,” cited in note 16 above. 4 

a* Mao Tse-tung, Selected Works, III, 77, as quoted by Albert Feuerwerker in 
,,7*-? Hlst °T ln Marxian Dress,” American Historical Review, LXVI (1961), 
329. This excellent analysis of developments in Chinese historiography since 1949 
t 0 P r J,K tS observations on recent efforts to modify the crude Marxist historiog- 
r phy of the early years of the Communist regime. For critical summaries of the 
r?“ ngS r ° f “"P 0 ” 3 !! 1 ™ aml j U3< J historians, see Albert Feuerwerker and S. Cheng, 

^ ChineSeHistor y (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
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When we turn to our final group of generalizations—those newly 
and directly taken from Western history and usually expressed in 
Western terms or Chinese neologisms—we come face to face with the 
appallingly primitive state of the modem study of Chinese history. 
Among the labeling generalizations used by Westerners—and by some 
Chinese—are those that characterize the figures of Chinese history by 
reference to well-known persons in Western history. The late Rene 
Grousset was one among many who made free use of this device. He 
referred to the first unifying emperor, Ch’in Shih-huang-ti, as “le 
Cesar chinois,” to Kublai Khan as “le Grand Sire,” and to the emperor 
Yang of the Sui as “le Xerxes chinois” because his attempts at foreign 
conquest brought his downfall . 34 Such labels suggest that there is a 
class, say, of “Caesars” and that Julius Caesar and Ch’in Shih-huang-ti 
are members of that class. The disciplined comparative study of the 
traits of homo politicos or some other universal and definable human 
type may one day yield rich returns, but the practice just described is 
both undisciplined and misleading. What happens is that each label 
conjures up for the reader a stereotype in which the historical per¬ 
sonality has disappeared behind a cliche made up of a few traits, in 
which one is usually dominant. To the degree that the Western figure 
has further dimensions for the reader these tend to pull the Chinese 
figure out of context and to set in motion thinking and associations the 
net effect of which is distortion. 

A similar type of labeling generalizations is one to which Western 
historians of Chinese art have long been addicted. This is transfer of 
Western stylistic terminology to periods and genres of Chinese art. 
Thus Ludwig Bachhofer writes: “As a painter he was also the ex¬ 
ponent of a neoclassicism in which many artists saw salvation from the 
utter destruction of form wrought by a baroque style .” 35 The two 
terms for style in this sentence are familiar to Western readers. They 
are at once evocative and ambiguous when used of Western art, and 
whatever they may lead the reader to associate with the Chinese styles 
in question will be sure to mislead for the same reasons that “the 
Chinese Caesar” misleads. 

The greatest difficulties are brought on by the use of Western theo¬ 
retical terms for social classes or types of society to label Chinese 
phenomena. It is characteristic of such usages that they survive and 

34 Rene Grousset, Histone de la Chine (Paris: A. Fayard, 1943) and The Rise and 
Splendour of the Chinese Empire (London: Routledge, 1952). 

36 A Short History of Chinese Art (New York: Pantheon, 1946), p. 119. 
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command wide assent with only limited empirical tests that might re¬ 
sult m their proof, disproof, or modification. Furthermore, as Nivison 
remarks: Historians of China lean on theoretical constructs of this 
kind much more heavily in getting from place to place. They tend to 
be constitutive in the historical exposition rather than functioning as 
intellectual aperitifs or concluding flourishes .” 36 For example, the Chi¬ 
nese upper class of imperial China has been labeled a “gentry” for at 
least two decades, yet precise empirical studies to determine its gene- 
sis, characteristics, and composition through two millenniums are few 
indeed. The contrast between the situation of the Chinese historian 
and the historian of the West in respect to theory and proof may be 
dramatically seen in J. H. Hexter’s review of the controversy over the 
nature of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English gentry . 37 
Though sharp interpretative differences remain, all parties to that con¬ 
troversy are building on generations of archival, statistical, and demo¬ 
graphic studies. Only an infinitesimal fraction of the relevant Chinese 
data has been analyzed, and the whole question whether the Chinese 
elite at any particular time can justifiably be called a “gentry” is de¬ 
bated on fragmentary data, hunches, and dogmatic commitments. 


For similar reasons regularity generalizations concerning Chinese 
history that derive from the theory of “Oriental Society” or “Oriental 
Despotism” are hotly debated and widely challenged. This theory is 
ar too elaborate to be summarized here, for it contains, in its latest 
formulation, a welter of terminology and statements of alleged regu¬ 
larities that can only with difficulty be reduced to a paradigm . 38 But it 
s ould be noted first of all that the regularity generalizations associ- 
ated with Oriental Society” are derived from a body of doctrine 
which, for its leading advocate, Dr. Karl A. Wittfogel, has great emo¬ 
tional and ideological authority. They are not developed out of the 
study of Chinese history itself; rather Chinese history—along with 
other histories is used to illustrate the truth of the generalization. We 
noted earlier that China—with its old historiography in ruins and with 
a new historiography struggling to be bom—fell an easy prey to the¬ 
ories with universal pretensions. The lack of a formidable body of 


36 Memorandum of 19J8, cited in note 23 above. 

"J' **,- Hexter, “Storm over the Gentry: The Tawney-Trevor-RoDer Con 
troversy,” Encounter, No. 56 (May, 1958), pp. 23-34. 7 P C 

38 Se t i Kar * A - Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total 
Power (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957). 7 1 
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monographic studies, of intensive studies of the social and economic 
history of specific periods, meant that a universalistic theory rushed 
into an interpretative vacuum. Something of this kind occurred in the 
case of the Wittfogel theses. 

The central thesis of this body of theory is that in China—as in 
other “oriental” or “hydraulic” societies—the structure of social, po¬ 
litical, and economic institutions derives from the need for control of 
large-scale waterworks. This need leads to the growth of a managerial 
bureaucracy which is the servant of a despotic ruler. Such a society 
cannot change “basically,” though small-scale mutations are possible. 
The regularities stated here have never been proved, and in the thirty 
years since the theory was first stated there has been only one intensive 
study of a delimited range of data on the nature and distribution of 
waterworks in China . 39 Recent studies of early Chinese agriculture 
suggest that it was upland farming, and it is difficult to see how this 
would call for large-scale waterworks and all that is alleged to follow 
from such a need . 40 Again, as we leam more, in the ever shifting and 
tentative categories of modem research—for example, the varieties of 
institutional growth, the secular shifts in the distribution of power—it 
becomes ever more difficult to reconcile them with generalizations 
about “Oriental Societies .” 41 Meanwhile these generalizations com¬ 
mand a considerable following and have spawned a variety of gro¬ 
tesque popular summaries of Chinese history and society. 

Despite their defects, generalizations of the type just discussed have 
been constructive as catalysts. They have helped to free the historian 
from the weight of the literati self-image and from the historical stereo- 

39 Chao-ting Chi, Key Economic Areas in Chinese History (London: Allen & 
Unwin, 1936). 

40 Ch’ien Mu, “Chung-kuo ku-tai pei-fang nung-tso-wu k’ao” (“A Study of 
Northern Agricultural Products in Ancient China”), Hsin-ya hsiieh-pao (“The 
New Asia Journal”), I, No. 2 (1956), 1-27. 

41 See, for example, Frederick W. Mote, “The Growth of Chinese Despotism: 
A Critique of Wittfogel’s Theory of Oriental Despotism as Applied to China,” 
Oriens Extremus , VIII (1961), 1-41 and Denis Twitchett, “Some Remarks on 
Irrigation under the Tang,” Toung Pao , XLVIII (1961), 175-94. Twitchett con¬ 
cludes his article with this statement: “Unless the investigation of the position un¬ 
der other dynasties shows a radically different situation, it seems to me that 
‘Hydraulic Despotism’ in the terms in which it is conceived by Wittfogel should 
be consigned to oblivion, together with the equally misleading facile generalisa¬ 
tions such as Slave Society and Feudal Society, until such time as historians have 
collected sufficient factual material for it to be possible to begin to draw such gen¬ 
eral conclusions. These hypotheses seem more likely to inhibit rather than to assist 
us in attaining a deeper understanding of Chinese social structure.” 
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types that were its by-products. They have tended to discourage anti- 
quarianism and to focus scholarly attention on basic problems of the 
nature and growth of Chinese civilization. But when such generaliza¬ 
tions become the objects of ideological commitment, as they are in 
mainland China and elsewhere today, the effect is not liber ating but 
constricting—as destructive of creativity in historical thought as 
orthodox Confucianism at its worst. Generalizations used as hypothe¬ 
ses—not asserted as dogmas—offer the best hope for the eventual 
development of a mature Chinese historiography that will slowly order 
and illuminate the millennial history of a great civilization. 
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IV. Comments on the Paper of 
Arthur F. Wright 

BY DERK BODDE 


Generalizations are man’s attempts to find uniformities and 
regularities in his own life and in the natural world around him. With¬ 
out the formulation and acceptance of countless generalizations, man 
could not create a stable society nor could he communicate ideas on 
more than a very rudimentary level.* Obviously, therefore, there is a 
vital need for generalization. At the same time such generalization al¬ 
ways carries with it a grave inherent danger—the possibility that, as a 
brief formulaic summary of what in reality is often a complex and 
changing body of fact, it will only distort or oversimplify what it pur¬ 
ports to clarify. 

In such an inexact field of study as history this danger is, of course, 
particularly apparent. How it manifests itself in the specific field of 
Chinese history and what are the main sources of generalizations in 
this field are discussed with admirable lucidity and insight in Professor 
Wright’s paper. In what follows we shall adopt his excellent classifi¬ 
cation of such generalizations, as based upon their derivation, into two 
main categories—those deriving from the self-image of Chinese civili¬ 
zation traditionally held by the Chinese literati themselves and those 
which, though initially derived from Western thought, are today often 
applied to Chinese history by Chinese and Westerners alike. 

L Generalizations Derived from Chinese Thought 

The generalizations based on elements of the literati self-image dis¬ 
cussed by Wright belong in general to four main groups—those deriv¬ 
ing from the concept of China’s central position in the world (political 
and cultural as well as geographical), those deriving from the concept 
of the dynastic cycle as the basic unit of Chinese history, those asso¬ 
ciated with the ancient Chinese political system known as feng-chien , 
and those expressed in the form of rubrics consisting of opposing or 

* [See also the essay by Finley (pp. 21-23 and 28-29 above) for the appli¬ 
cation of this view to the historian in particular.— Editor.] 
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complementary paired verbal terms. These several kinds of generaliza¬ 
tion by no means exhaust, of course, all facets of the Chinese tradi¬ 
tional self-image. The following are three important further examples. 

The first is the concept of political legitimacy as epitomized in the 
labeling generalization Tien Ming or “Mandate of Heaven.” Accord¬ 
ing to a widely held Chinese political theory, the Mandate of Heaven 
could and did pass repeatedly from one ruling house to another, but 
never, even for a moment, could it be interrupted. Nor at any one time 
could it be simultaneously held by more than one house or ruler. This 
explains the unbroken sequence of “legitimate” dynasties parading 
across the pages of traditional Chinese history, neatly dovetailed into 
one another so that not even a single year of interregnum separates 
them. It is also why during periods of political disunion only one of 
several co-existing states could be regarded as legitimate, even though, 
once it was destroyed, its Mandate of Heaven necessarily had to pass 
to a rival. In this way it was possible for even a “barbarian” dynasty 
like that of the Mongols to acquire eventual legitimacy by destroying 
all its predecessors and thus becoming sole possessor of the Mandate. 
In traditional Chinese historiography a rebel who succeeds in founding 
a new dynasty is ipso facto a great man, whereas one who fails to do so 
is portrayed as a mere bandit. Differing but parallel sets of words 
are often used to differentiate the actions of the legitimate ruler from 
those of the “bandit” rebel, but the final rulers of dynasties, because 
they are responsible for loss of the Mandate, therefore tend to appear 
either as villains or weaklings. The distortions resulting from this con¬ 
cept of legitimacy, particularly in the handling of the crucial transi¬ 
tion periods from one dynasty to another, may readily be imagined. 

Another concept belonging to the traditional Chinese self-image is 
the overriding importance of personal morality as the deciding factor of 
history. The quality of a government depends in this view above all on 
the morals of the men who operate it, and so great is the psychic power 
of the ruler and his ministers that it even influences the movements of 
nature: a deteriorating government is marked by floods, droughts, and 
the like, a rising one by bountiful crops and other signs of cosmic har¬ 
mony. This moralistic interpretation naturally reinforces the idea, 
mentioned by Wright, that “luxury” and similar evils in the court in¬ 
variably accompany (and bring about) dynastic decay. The figures of 
history tend, consequently, to be polarized by the historian into “vir¬ 
tuous” and “evil” characters, and history itself becomes a “mirror” 
wherein men of today may see reflected moral lessons from the past. 
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The facts of geography, economics, and institutions, on the other hand, 
are not adequately evaluated even though they are recorded. 

A third cause of misleading generalization lies in the traditional 
Chinese view of the origin of civilization. The major artifacts and in¬ 
stitutions of civilized man, according to this view, were all created 
within a relatively short time and in finished form by the sages of an¬ 
tiquity. Before the golden age in which these sages lived there was no 
preparatory period of growth, and after them there has been only a 
gradual decline. This concept, accepted consciously or unconsciously 
by many Chinese and Western writers on China, has led to serious dis¬ 
tortion in the study of early Chinese civilization. More than this, it 
has confirmed the view of later history as a relatively unchanging en¬ 
tity, punctuated only by the repetitive cycles of successive dynasties. 

While recognizing the weaknesses of these and other such generali¬ 
zations stemming from the Chinese self-image, we should also recog¬ 
nize that, like generalizations elsewhere, they often contain a modicum 
of truth. The concept of the centrality of China, for example, despite 
Wright’s telling criticism, does rest on the historical fact that China 
developed in greater isolation than any other major Eurasian civiliza¬ 
tion of antiquity. The dynastic cycle, despite all strictures, does con¬ 
stitute a convenient and in many ways meaningful unit of time and 
should not be given up until we are reasonably certain that whatever 
system of periodization takes its place is really more meaningful. Like¬ 
wise, court “luxury” and similar evils do often seem to appear—to¬ 
gether with many other phenomena that are probably more significant 
—when a dynasty is going downhill. (Wright’s contrary evidence [see 
his note 27] cited from the testimony of a ninth-century Japanese visi¬ 
tor is not really conclusive. The English emissary Lord Macartney, for 
example, was also considerably impressed with what he saw in China 
in 1793; yet dynastic decay, as we know, had then already begun, with 
the government being dominated by the notorious court favorite Ho- 
shen, a man responsible for enormous corruption.) 1 

A final comment before passing to the next topic is the reminder 
that in China, as elsewhere, generalizations derived from the self- 
image often exist on more than one level. Some, especially those having 
chauvinistic appeal, may achieve wide currency, whereas others, of a 

1 See David S. Nivison, “Ho-shen and His Accusers: Ideology and Political * 
Behavior in the Eighteenth Century,” in D. S. Nivison and A. F. Wright (eds.), 
Confucianism in Action (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1959), pp. 
209-43. 
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^°L™!]5 )hlSt ! C ^ ted Sort> may be restri cted to a much smaller group, 
general ;-7 P . robabl y not be difficult, for example, to match the crude 

book onIT* qU u ted by Wri ^ ht k 52 > fr0m **“ 1926 Chinese text- 
Ameriran m ese history with equally crude generalizations found in 
_ textbooks on American history of the same decade. It by 

kind ™^.f^ CeSSanIy foUows ’ however, that generalizations of this 
Uld m eit her country find acceptance among top historians. 


2. Generalizations Derived from Western Thought 

rnn£,! he many exceIIent samples cited by Wright from Western his- 
or anfr—among others the app i ication t0 Chinese history of labeling 
L/^ Zatl °?, S llke “feudalism,” descriptive epithets like “the Chi- 
“OnV fTcT’ • and alI_lncIusive socio-political theories like that of 
Society”—it i s ^ possible to add further instances. For 
P e ’ Wngbt himself has elsewhere remarked, 2 more than one 

modern scholar has subjected Chinese history to “that strange tripar¬ 
tite division of time which Westerners had stumbled into, ancient, 
e eval, and modem.” Chinese philosophy has likewise been sub¬ 
jected to the categories and terminology of Western philosophy, and 
e/e society has been variously interpreted according to the theo- 
ne^ ofDurkheim (as applied by Granet), Weber, Toynbee, Northrop, 


Indiscriminate transfer to China of generalizations based on West¬ 
ern 1 story is clearly dangerous. Does this mean, however, that we are 
to avoid such generalizations simply because of their Western origin? 
Ubviously not, for if done consistently, this avoidance would virtually 
eliminate die possibility of fruitful comparison between Western his- 
tory and that of China or, for that matter, of any other country; each 
would have to be studied by itself in vacuo. And this vacuum would give 
added impetus to yet another distorting generalization long current 
among certain Sinologists-the idea that Chinese civilization is unique, 
sui generis, and that its norms do not agree with those of any other 
civilization. 


What is needed, therefore, is not the wholesale rejection of West¬ 
ern-derived generalizations as such but rather their testing and refine¬ 
ment in the light of what we actually know about China itself. And 
this leads us to one of Wright’s most important observations—the fact 
that modem historians, faced by the enormous time span and the 

(1 966)^23 3—5 5 ^esp 248^ C ™ lization ’’’ JoUrnal °f the of Ideas, XXI 
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many poorly explored reaches of Chinese history, often seem ready to 
accept grandiose theory as a substitute for concrete fact. Such accept¬ 
ance, of course, is especially likely to occur if the theory is one that 
can satisfy certain ideological or emotional needs on the part of the 
historian. A notable example is the practice, common in China today, 
of loosely labeling long periods of Chinese history as “feudal,” not on 
the basis of careful analytical study but simply in order thereby to fit 
China into the all-embracing framework of a preconceived political 
theory. The present writer quite agrees with Wright’s strictures on 
this practice. 

On the other hand, this writer is not among the purists who would 
allow a correlation to be made between a term or theory of Western 
origin and a corresponding aspect of Chinese civilization only when a 
total or nearly total congruence between the two can be established. 
He would not, for example, agree with the opinion occasionally voiced 
by Vtfestem philosophers that there was no “philosophy” in pre-mod¬ 
em China simply because among the writings of pre-modem China 
what is today commonly classified under the Western-derived label of 
“philosophy” differs widely in content, aims, and organization from 
philosophy as known in the West. By the same token, he would not 
deny the validity of correlating the Western term feudalism with the 
Chinese feng-chien system of the Chou Dynasty, provided such corre¬ 
lation can be demonstrated through serious scholarly analysis to ex¬ 
tend to a series of significant facts and provided likewise that not only 
the similarities but also the undoubted differences between the two are 
taken into account. Here the writer must disagree with Wright’s as¬ 
sertion (p. 54) that “the differences in genesis and structure between 
Chou Dynasty feng-chien and Western feudalism . . . are so great that 
they quite outweigh the similarities and make the terminological equiv¬ 
alence more misleading than otherwise.” 3 

It is noteworthy that when speaking of Western-derived generaliza¬ 
tions, Wright never uses the term self-image as he does when referring 
to the generalizations indigenous to China. Why this should be so is 
unclear, since feudalism seems on the face of it to be just as much the 
product of a Western self-image as is the “centrality of China” that of 
a Chinese self-image. Perhaps, to be sure, no significant distinction is 
intended. And yet, to this commentator at least, use of the term self- 
image for China only, and not for the West, carries a derogatory im¬ 
plication. For in this context the term seems to suggest as peculiar to 

3 See Derk Bodde, “Feudalism in China,” cited by Wright, p. 43, n. 16. 
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China various traditional attitudes, feelings, and values that are vague- 
y sensed rather than consciously formulated and that thus stand in un¬ 
favorable contrast to feudalism and other Western generalizations of 
the sort discussed by Wright, which are clearly the products of con- 
scious theorizing. 

Leaving aside the question whether generalizations like feudalism 
may properly be said to derive from a Western self-image, this writer 
woidd like to remind readers of the obvious fact that many other gen¬ 
eralizations also exist in the West which unquestionably do derive from 
such a self-image—or rather a series of such self-images. These gen¬ 
eralizations are less specific, less tangible, and less intellectual in for¬ 
mulation than those described by Wright; at first sight they may seem 
to have no direct bearing on the study of Chinese history itself. Never¬ 
theless, they can m many subtle ways often significantly influence the 
manner m which a Westerner approaches this as well as other subjects. 

It is well known, for example, that nineteenth-century Western 
writers on China were usually very much less favorable in their atti¬ 
tudes than those of the eighteenth century. What had been regarded by 
the fiihglitenment as a land of mandarins and sages had degenerated 
m Western eyes by the nineteenth century into a land of coolies. No 
oubt this intellectual shift reflects changes occurring within China 
during this time, but, more importantly, it also reflects the much more 
profound changes simultaneously occurring in Western society itself. 

hese changes naturally produced changes in Western man’s image of 
himself and, by the same token, in his attitude toward the non-Westem 
world. The white man’s burden,” for example, is a late nineteenth- 
century Western generalization such as would have been inconceivable 
* e Enlightenment. Inevitably it colored what many 

Westerners of its time had to say about the non-white world. 

oelf-images differ, however, not only from epoch to epoch but also 
between nationalities or professional groups. A British diplomat, an 
American Protestant missionary, and a French Sinologue might all 
hve in the same nineteenth-century Chinese city and there write about 
me same Chinese subject, yet their underlying attitudes might differ 
profoundly. This would be not merely because of differences in their 
knowledge and training but also because of the differing self-images 
rom which they started. More often perhaps than is commonly real¬ 
ized, modem Western writers on China continue to be influenced by 
these accumulated self-images from the past-in addition to which, of 
course, each has his own contemporary self-image. Not surprisingly, 
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therefore, the generalizations of a present-day American writing on 
Communist China will not only differ from those of a Soviet writer 
but also, quite possibly, from those of a British or a Canadian writer 
as well. 

These remarks are perhaps somewhat tangential to the main sub¬ 
ject. Yet it may be useful to keep them in mind while examining the 
kinds of generalization more directly relevant to China that have been 
discussed by Wright. While few of us can hope to remain wholly free 
from distortions caused by one or another of such generalizations,* 
we can at least make ourselves more keenly aware of their existence, 
and for this Wright’s paper provides a splendid introduction. 

One final comment brings us back to Wright’s insistence on the 
need for more abundant facts to balance the plethora of theories. In 
“The Study of Chinese Civilization,” already mentioned, Wright re¬ 
marks that Western Sinology has in the past expended no little effort 
on the accumulation of concrete facts. Too often, however, they have 
been facts of a scattered and incidental nature, failing to add up to 
anything of over-all significance. What is needed, therefore, is the 
channeling of future research into topics that are concrete and man¬ 
ageable in scope, yet that have a bearing on problems of broad general 
interest. From the resulting monographs it may eventually become 
possible to formulate generalizations that are factually secure as well 
as intellectually alluring. 

* [For consideration of similar distortions in 'Western history see the essays 
by Starr (pp. 12-13 above) and Finley (pp. 30-31) and by Aydelotte (pp. 157-58 
below) and Potter (190-91).— Editor.] 




V. Generalizations about Revolution: 
A Case Study 

BY ROBERT R. PALMER 


The: SSRC Committee on Historical Analysis, as I under¬ 
stand it, wishes to have some remarks made on the use of concepts in 
history, perhaps of the sort that may be made by one who has given 
little systematic attention to the problem but has been aware of it in 
the process of working on a particular piece of historical writing. For 
t is purpose it may be that the work I am engaged in may serve as a 
case srndy. It is entitled The Age of the Democratic Evolution, with a 
subtitle, A Tohtical History of Europe and America , 1760-1800, and is 
planned m two volumes, of which the first, on the years 1760-91, was 
published by the Princeton University Press in 1959. The following is 
drawn from experience in preparing this book and is offered with the 
apologies necessary m talking so much about myself but in the hope 
that it will at least provisionally serve a useful purpose. 

I doubt that history is a social science but do believe that it should 
make use of concepts drawn from social science or any other usefiil 
source. In most histones, however, these general ideas will appear un- 
obtrusively, to give meaning and relevancy to the particular. The par- 
ticulur is here taken to mean either single small items or the subject 
as a whole, such as the whole era 1760-1800 considered as one par¬ 
ticular phenomenon or bit of human experience. I am here deliberately 
avoiding the often used term unique. 

The original conception for a historical book, I suspect, does and 
should come from two altogether different kinds of sources-(l) the 
knowledge that workable bodies of information exist and (2) some 
general idea. In the present case it was known, or discovered, that a 
great deal existed in print, both of source collections and of historical 
treatments, pertaining to a dozen or more countries, which, however 
no singie person had ever tried to bring together. The general idea 
held in advance, was that there had been a “revolutionary era” in all 
these countries, not adequately perceived as a “culture-wide” phe- 
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nomenon in the various nationally oriented histories of the American 
and French Revolutions and other movements of the time. (I should 
perhaps make clear that terms like culture-voide do not appear in the 
book; whether or not such terms have any utility in social science, 
history in my opinion should be written in the ordinary language.) 

There were therefore certain general ideas that antedate the com¬ 
position of the book now being considered and that recur throughout 
it. Their role seems to have been at least threefold: (1) to provide a 
thesis or argument, of which the contents of the book are offered as 
empirical justification or evidence, (2) to give a basis for structure, 
or arrangement and interdependence of parts, and (3) to suggest rele¬ 
vancy and significance, which seems in the end to mean a relationship 
between these eighteenth-century events and persons now living. 

The first of these antecedent ideas is that of Western Civilization as 
a unit. The term Atlantic Civilization is used at the outset but thereafter 
very sparingly, since it may arouse opposition or raise problems not 
essential for the purpose of the book. In 1955 Professor Jacques Gode- 
chot of Toulouse and I examined “Le probleme de FAtlantique du 18 e 
au 20 e siecle” at the Tenth International Congress of Historical Sci¬ 
ences, meeting at Rome; and some of our conclusions are taken over, 
but not argued, in the present book, notably the idea that the concept 
of an Atlantic Civilization had probably more validity in the period 
1775-1825 than at any other time. The point is to maintain the exist¬ 
ence of a certain culture area, “Western Civilization,” as a zone hav¬ 
ing certain ideas and problems in common and a degree of mutuality 
of communications and influence. The book treats in some detail 
Anglo-America, Great Britain, Ireland, France, Belgium, Holland, 
Switzerland, Sweden, Poland, and the Hapsburg Empire including Bel¬ 
gium and Milan. Prussia and Russia figure less prominently. There 
is no explicit discussion of whether Russia belongs to “Western 
Civilization,” but the account of the growth of aristocratic institu¬ 
tions under Catherine II points out European analogies. In the second 
volume events will be followed in the same countries, and more will 
be said on Germany and Italy as a whole, and on Canada, Latin 
America, and perhaps the Cape Colony. The attempt to use Western 
Civilization as the meaningful unit of inquiry is thought to have these 
advantages: (1) to be probably near to the truth, (2) to illuminate na¬ 
tional histories by comparison and contrast, and (3) to have present- 
day relevancy in view of contemporary interest in the nature, charac¬ 
ter, and identity of Western Civilization itself. 
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A second general idea that antedates the book and recurs in it is 
that of revolution. Nowhere do I offer or commit myself to an ex¬ 
plicit definition of this term. Its use is in part justified empirically: the 
American, French, Genevese, Belgian, and Polish “revolutions” form 
a large part of the content. Revolution is said also to be essentially a 
conflict or disagreement on fundamental interests and principles not 
reconcilable without struggle. Both or all sides in the conflict are re¬ 
garded as equally real—that is, conservatism is not represented as the 
mere target of innovators. It is held that certain objectives, or views 
ot society and of justice, which in some countries reached the point of 
outright revolution were present in other countries in a subrevolu- 
tionary way, yet recognizably in the same family of ideas, notably in 

e British and Irish movements for parliamentary reform and in the 
reforms of Joseph II of the Hapsburg empire. 

Use of the concept revolution induced the author to face the question 
of the relationship between the revolutions of the eighteenth century 
and those of the twentieth. This question was essentially whether the 
eighteenth-century revolution, and the French Revolution in particu¬ 
lar, were to be thought of as (1) a point in the genesis and growth of a 
continuing or “perpetual” revolution, “leading” to Marxism, commu¬ 
nism, totalitarian democracy,” etc., or (2) a passing phase of crisis 
conflict, excitement, and violence “leading” to what we understand 
by Western democracy. This problem is discussed briefly at the open¬ 
ing of the book without claim to systematic rigor. The second alter¬ 
native is favored. It is admitted, however, that there is a degree of 

th f &St ’ the c ldea the eighteenth-century revolution pre- 
gured and in a way caused” the twentieth-century revolution- this 
view is identified both with Marxist and with conservative treatments 
of the era of the French Revolution. It is insisted that late-eighteenth- 
century events were a true “revolution,” that the term and concept of 
revolution has changed since then, that there are resemblances^nd 
differences between the eighteenth-century and twentieth-century rev- 
o u ions, that one s attitude toward twentieth-century revolution (i.e. 
communism) should not affect one’s attitude toward eighteenth-cen¬ 
tury revolution, etc. s 

or ^ o tk K d T Ur T g ea is that the ei fl htee nth-century revolution was, 
r may be thought of as, democratic. Expecting this to be somewhat 

Xtrr ted ; I J US “ fy 11 at some Ien g* at the outset, though the 
whole book is designed to persuade to this belief. The justification is 

again, inpartpurely empirical: it is shown that people ai the time used 
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the word democratic for the new movement, in a meaningful and rea¬ 
sonable way, whether to favor it or to oppose it. It is shown that this 
was precisely the period when the nouns democrat and aristocrat were 
coined in the various European languages. It emerges, in the first chap¬ 
ter and throughout the book, that the democratic movement was pri¬ 
marily anti-aristocratic. The term democratic , I think, is by no means 
forced upon the reader. He may call the movement whatever he likes. 
He is, however, asked to believe that there was a movement, in many 
countries and however named, against the monopolizing of public au¬ 
thority by certain in-groups; against the principle that some men are 
called upon to rule, others to be ruled; against inheritance of position, 
hereditary orders and estates, legal hierarchy, family self-perpetua¬ 
tion, property in office, co-opting governing bodies, etc. All the 
ideas thus contested are referred to as aristocracy. With democracy are 
associated the ideas that all authority is delegated, that public officers 
are responsible and removable, that persons should qualify for office 
without regard to family, rank, or church affiliarion, that no person 
may govern by his own right or by right of status, leadership, or his— 
tory ”_ w ith an occasional hint that communist elitism or revolution¬ 
ary vanguardism arc if anything ''aristocratic (he., modem manifes¬ 
tations of what the eighteenth-century revolution was against). These 
hints remain implicit, and many readers may miss them; there is no 
attempt to engage in current debate. They suggest, however, how 
eighteenth-century matters may be made relevant to twentieth-century 
matters at a level of generalization that comprises both. 

“Aristocracy” is discussed in the second and third chapters of the 
book as characteristic about 1760 of the society established in all coun¬ 
tries, including the Anglo-American colonies. It is described in insti¬ 
tutional terms, partly to give concreteness, partly because it was 
against certain definite institutions that the revolutionary and quasi¬ 
revolutionary movements were directed. Family self-perpetuation, in¬ 
termarriage, inheritance of position, and privileged or special access 
to government and to its emoluments or profits are found to have been 
common phenomena over a wide range of institutions * the governors’ 
councils in the British American colonies, the two houses of the parlia¬ 
ments of Great Britain and Ireland, the parlcments and provincial 
estates of France, the town councils and estates of Belgium, I lolland, 
Switzerland, Italy, and Germany, the diets of Hungary, Bohemia, Po¬ 
land, and Sweden. For all these the term “constituted bodies” was in- 
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vented. This term became one of the principal generalizations in the 
whole structure of the book.* 

The movement of ideas is discussed in the context of defense of and 
opposition to these “constituted bodies. 57 Ideas of Montesquieu, De- 
lolme, Rousseau, Burke, John Adams, Turgot, Sieyes, and various 
others are treated in this way. It is argued that ideas like the “sov¬ 
ereignty of the people 55 arose not as intellectual abstractions but as 
practical replies to claims of sovereignty, or at least of non-remova¬ 
bility and non-responsibility, made by the constituted bodies. Ideas of 
‘equality 55 are likewise represented as arising from the actual exist- 
ing forms of inequality and in answer to the theoretical justifications 
of inequality and of special rights that were currently made. It is also 
maintained that if radical thought became unhistorical, abstract, and 
rationalistic, it was for the very good reason that historical argument 
was pre-empted and emphasized by exclusive, closed, hereditary, or 
co-optative constituted bodies. By this interpretation the history of 
ideas is, in short, woven closely into the history of real events and real 
conditions. The ground is thus removed from under the ancient his¬ 
toriographical dispute over whether the French Revolution arose from 
“ideas 55 or “circumstances 55 ; or, in the terms of this dispute, the thesis 
of “circumstances 55 is favored, by showing that “ideas 55 had a con¬ 
structive relevancy to real problems. I am aware that my whole book, 
though I hope not in an obvious or naive way, is pro-revolutionary 
(and say as much, through a literary device, on the first page). 

The concept of an aristocratic resurgence 55 in the eighteenth cen- 
ury, long familiar to students of French history, is applied to Europe 
and America as a whole. Evidence is offered, that is, to show that the 
world was not only “aristocratic 55 but in some important ways be¬ 
coming more so. The famous generalizations of Tocqueville—that his¬ 
tory shows a long process toward equality of social conditions and 
that the Revolution only brought on violently what would have hap¬ 
pened more slowly in any case—are viewed with a certain reservation. 

It is argued that exclusivism, aristocratic class-consciousness and em¬ 
phasis on inheritance were increasing and that it was from these facts 
that bourgeois class-consciousness, frustrations, and social maladjust¬ 
ments were derived. Acute class-consciousness, along with ineffectual 
fiscal policies and awkward administrative and personnel recruitment 
systems, is represented as one of the social evils resulting from these ten- 

* be > m Finle y’ s nomenclature, a “classificatory” generalization 

or, m Wright s, a “labeling” generalization: see pp. 21 and 36 above.— Editor.] 
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sions. Social mobility and legal equality are represented as desirable 
not only ethically or to prevent personal frustration but to make a 
complex society operate more effectively. The terms integration , as¬ 
similation, segregation are used occasionally and discreetly but pur¬ 
posely in the belief that these abstractions will suggest relevancy to 
our own time. 

Around the concept of the constituted bodies and their official 
philosophers (Montesquieu, Blackstone, Burke, etc.) the whole book 
is structured. It is shown that these bodies, and the privileges that they 
claimed, were challenged from contrary directions—both by kings or 
other higher authorities and by the “people” (that is, persons generally 
outside the governing classes, nobilities, patriciates, hereditary magis¬ 
tracies, etc.). Much political life consisted in the self-assertion of such 
bodies against a king or other superior: Whig elements in the British 
parliament against George III, the American colonial assemblies and 
the Irish parliament against the parliament of Great Britain, Dutch 
regents against the Prince of Orange, Belgian estates against the em¬ 
peror, Swedish and Hungarian diets against their kings, general coun¬ 
cil against small council at Geneva, French parlements and provincial 
estates against Louis XV and Louis XVI. The demands of these 
bodies brought certain ideas into the arena of practical politics and 
debate, notably the ideas of sovereignty, the constitution, true liberty, 
real representation, etc. The movement became democratic, according 
to the thesis of the book, when in various ways in various countries 
certain dissatisfied persons, not content merely to liberate the con¬ 
stituted bodies from a superior authority, wished to reconstitute or 
open up these bodies themselves, make them more truly “representa- 
ive” or elective, and subordinate them to the “people.” 

It is a secondary general idea throughout the book that what we 
know as conservatism first appeared not as a critique of the French 
Revolution of 1789 or 1793 but as a defense of parliaments, estates, 
diets, etc., against both royal and democratic encroachments on their 
established position. It is shown how Burke’s philosophy was formed , 
in opposition to parliamentary reform, notably in 1784. Contrariwise, 
the mounting radicalism of the democratic movement, even before 
1789, is explained by the rigidity of the constituted bodies and the fail¬ 
ure of moderate or gradual attempts at change. 

Another subordinate general idea is that in no case did purely mid¬ 
dle-class or “bourgeois” reform or revolution have any success, that 

7i 


ROBERT R. PALMER 


successful revolution occurred only where the agricultural population 
generally collaborated with middle-class leaders, that this occurred 
only in America and France, and that the failure of democratizing 
efforts elsewhere—in England, Ireland, the Dutch Netherlands, Bel¬ 
gium, Switzerland, and in a sense Hungary and Poland—was due to 
the apathy or weakness of the agrarian mass or to the absence of a 
common ground on which urban and rural persons could work to¬ 
gether. 

The dependence of successful revolution or counterrevolution on 
military measures becomes also a general idea in the book. The for¬ 
eign military intervention against revolution in Holland, at Geneva, 
and in Poland is described, and its significance is pointed out for the 
attempt at foreign military intervention in France in 1792 and, very 
briefly, for the so-called Holy Alliance of 1815. The success both of 
revolution and of a challenged conservatism (counter-revolution) is 
closely related to war: the independence of the United States in the 
form taken in 1783 is attributed to French intervention, the success of 
conservatism in Holland, Geneva, Poland, and Hungary (before 1792) 
is attributed in large part to armed intervention; and the ground is 
laid for a broad consideration, contemplated for the second volume, of 
the issues in the European war that began in 1792. It is argued that 
the needs of armed conflict in America in 1776—and it will be argued 
in the second volume that similar needs in France in 1792—had the 
effect of radicalizing and democratizing the movements in those coun¬ 
tries beyond the intentions of original leaders. The relation of French 
military success to revolution in the 1790’s throughout western Europe 
is thus also anticipated. 

The American Revolution is made to occupy a central place in the 
book. Privileges of the American colonies within the British Empire, in 
such matters as tax immunity and local self-rule, are compared to 
analogous privileges in Europe, as in Brittany, Hungary, and Belgium. 
The American protest against the sovereignty or “absolute” power of 
Parliament is put in context with rising British radicalism that made 
the same protest. Whether the adoption of the federal constitution of 
1787 resembled the “aristocratic resurgence” of Europe of the 1780’s 
is considered; this is related to the Beard thesis, but it is pointed out 
that Condorcet and others in 1788 and 1789 already regarded the new 
United States constitution as “aristocratic.” 

The degree to which the American Revolution was a true “revolu¬ 
tion” is examined. It is held to have been revolutionary because of the 
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repudiation of parliamentary sovereignty, the displacement and ejec¬ 
tion of the old colonial aristocracy, the violence between patriot and 
loyalist, the extent of emigration and confiscation, and the successful 
implementation of the idea of (as it is called) the people as constitu¬ 
ent power.” That there is and should be a power to constitute or re¬ 
constitute organs of state and that this power lies in the “people” and 
eventuates in a single written document or constitution drafted by an 
assembly for that purpose is represented as the essential or distinctive 
American revolutionary idea. Issue is taken with American neo-con¬ 
servatives; John Adams is sharply differentiated from Burke and set 
up as a leading spokesman of the democratic revolution of the time. 

A long chapter details the impact of the American Revolution on 
Europe. It is shown that this impact was very great, that it varied from 
country to country, that in part it was felt at a deep psychological 
level, heightening the expectancy of change, the sense of a new era, 
and the alienation and spiritual emigration from the European old re¬ 
gime, and that in part it was important in a practical and immediate 
way by helping to form a definite public opinion on political matters, 
with discussion on the formation of organs of government, written 
constitutions, and constituent assemblies. This, of course, leads into 
the French Constituent Assembly of 1789 and into the various such 
assemblies and conventions to be traced in several European countries 
in the forthcoming second volume. 

The distinctive features of the French Revolution are set forth with 
some care, for although the purpose of the book is to describe a revo¬ 
lutionary era as a whole, there is no thought of minimizing national 
or other differences in a false search for uniformities. Various eco¬ 
nomic, demographic, psychological, and other explanations of the 
‘‘causes” of the French Revolution are held to be of secondary value, 
as not accounting for the specific forms that the French Revolution 
took, notably its emphasis on certain political, constitutional, legal, 
and civic concepts. The picture of a French Revolution that began as 
a “moderate” and became an “extreme” movement is likewise rejected 
as mid^ Hing The true problem of the French Revolution is held to be 
why it was so radical or sweeping at the very beginning. In a way this 
is a concession to certain conservative and antirevolutionary schools 
of historiography, but enough has been said at this point in the book 
on the failure of a moderate opening-up of privileged bodies, both in 
France and elsewhere in Europe, to make the radicalism of 1789 seem 
an understandable consequence of pre-existing conservatism. This 
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radicalism of the French Revolution in 1789 again raises the question 
of its resemblance to or difference from the American Revolution. The 
two revolutions are found to be very much alike in their principles and 
objectives. The difference is held to lie in the intensity and strength 
°f opposition to these principles. 

The book closes with the promulgation of the new French constitu¬ 
tion in September, 1791. The notion, frequently heard from historians, 
that everything in the French Revolution had already been “accom¬ 
plished by 1791 is regarded as absurd. It is held that nothing had been 
accomplished except on paper, that the future of the new constitution 
was still very much in the balance, that intervention and restoration of 
the old order was a possibility in France, as shown by what happened 
in Belgium, Holland, Geneva, and Poland, the difference being that 
France was big enough to defend itself against intervention. The con¬ 
servatism of Britain at this time is emphasized by the failure of parlia¬ 
mentary reform, even when sponsored by Pitt, and by the failure of 
Dissenters in 1789 to obtain equality of political rights. It is held 
that as of 1791, everywhere in the Western world except in America, 
the moderate attempts at democratization had come to nothing and 
that the new principles had an uncertain future in France. The first 
volume is therefore subtitled The Challenge . The second will be sub¬ 
titled The Struggle and will deal with the Western world during the 
Wars of the French Revolution. 

It will be seen that such concepts as I have mentioned* are those 
arising in close conjunction with the empirical material itself. Larger 
concepts on causality, influence, or human nature remain purely im¬ 
plicit. Economic, social, and intellectual history is used to amplify 
what is essentially political and constitutional history; the book may 
therefore seem old-fashioned to some, and the subtitle, A Political 
History . . ., is included to disarm criticism from this quarter. I am 
sure that the material relates closely to many concepts arising in social 
psychology, the sociology of the family, social stratification, the the¬ 
ory of power and authority, of decision-making, law, moral philoso¬ 
phy, justice, and much else. These questions are rarely if ever ex¬ 
plicitly canvassed. The historian’s use and awareness of questions like 

* [Several of the concepts that Palmer has mentioned (e.g., “successful rev¬ 
olution occurred only where the agricultural population generally collaborated 
with middle-class leaders [p. 72] and the dependence of successful revolution 
or counterrevolution on military measures” [ibid.]) would seem to fall in the 
category which Wright calls “regularity generalizations” (p. 36).— Editor.] 
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these I should think, appear in the quality of his judgments and the 
connections he makes in dealing with his empirical material—that is, 

his story. 

Editor's Addendum No. 1 
Professor Palmer to the Committee, June 16, 1958: 

. My impression is that the possibility of validity or truth in a proposi¬ 
tion "in the natural sciences and mathematics as in the social sciences, varies in 
proportion as the proposition applies to posited entities, “models,” and other 
“unreal” or abstract concepts. Of any concrete and particular social and hu¬ 
man situation, historical, currently political, or other, I doubt whether any 
significant generalization can be shown by evidence to be wholly valid or 
wholly invalid. To put it another way, a generalization to be accepted as valid 
would have to be encumbered by so many ifs, mds, and hits as to lose some of 
its hoped-for scientific precision. 

It is, of course, a problem of generalizations in general, not merely those 
arising in social science. Think of the excellent generalizations in La Roche¬ 
foucauld’s Maxims: “A bourgeois manner may sometimes be lost in the army, 
but never at court.” “Self-interest blinds some and gives light to others.” 
“There are bad men who would be less dangerous if wholly lacking in good¬ 
ness.” I think these generalizations arc as valid, useful, and illuminating as any 
we are likely to get in social science, and about as much or as little capable of 
empirical verification by scientific method. They serve their purpose if they 
help us to understand a particular situation and enable us to communicate this 
understanding to others—that is, to persuade others that the view we favor is 
somehow more satisfactory, enlightening, or useful. 

Editor's Addendum No. 2 

Professor Palmer to the Committee, January 29, 1959: 

The comments of [members of the Committee] seem to me pertinent, 
searching, incisive, important, and clearly and carefully formulated. I believe 
that I have some understanding of the problems they raise, as problems. I 
simply do not know how to go about answering them. Porter, for example, .. . 
finds my statement ambiguous or silent on the relation between ideas and social 
conditions. He finds that “ideas arc regarded as secondary.” Perhaps they are. 
I do not know. I have not settled this relationship in my own mind. I expect to 
die without having settled it. As for “supcrnaturalism,” I see no particular 
connection between its existence or decline on the one hand and either ra¬ 
tionalism or irrationalism or humanitarianism or aristocracy or equalitarian- 
ism on the other. As for the “Atlantic Civilization,” my doubts date from the 
Rome meeting of 1955, where I found so many British and other Europeans 
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opposed to the concept that I concluded that it was fatuous for Americans to 
insist upon it. You cannot go around publicly claiming to be married to a 
woman who not only denies it but shudders at the thought. And where mar¬ 
riage can be proved at law, community of civilization cannot. . . . 

As to deterministic forces and relationship between social structure and 
receptivity^to new ideas, I agree that these are important questions, but I 
simply don’t know what to say about them in an abstract way. As for anti- 
aristocratic movements in other civilizations, of course I believe that a kind of 
wisdom gained from the study of one has some application to another (to deny 
this would condemn all history and social study to sterility), but I have no 
idea how this applicability can be stated with . . . rigor and precision. 

I know, of course, about “borrowing concepts from other disciplines” for 
use in history; I have at times made reasonable efforts to do so, but to tell the 
truth I have never felt very successful. With a few exceptions, such as “social 
mobility” or “functional rank,” there are few such concepts that I have been 
conscious of employing. I do not doubt the need of concepts; but, as I re¬ 
marked in the letter of June 16, the concepts of social science, with certain 
exceptions, have not, to my knowledge, entered much more into my work 
than those stated in the maxims of La Rochefoucauld. As for . . . “limited 
generalizations that can be proved or disproved,” I am also in the dark. I do 
not know whether propositions about human affairs can be “proved” or not. 

I am not so presumptuous, or naive, as to suppose that my book, consistent, 
logical, and persuasive as I hope it is, actually “proves” either its main thesis 
or any of its subordinate points. 
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VI. Generalizations about National 
Character: An Analytical Essay 

BY WALTER P. METZGER 


Most historians object on principle to generalizations 
about national character. Aware that the subject has been contami¬ 
nated by the claims of chauvinists and racists, they regard these 
misanthropic views as signs of the failure of the genre. Some would add 
to Edmund Burke’s pronouncement that no one should indict an entire 
people the far more limiting declaration that no one can depict an 
entire people. Others would go further and assert that national char¬ 
acter does not exist and that even to employ the concept is to incarnate 
a defunct myth. 

Yet the curious fact remains that historians do generalize about na¬ 
tional character. Despite their formal objections, they do refer to 
Frenchmen and Germans as distinctive aggregates of human beings, 
they do treat Spaniards or Americans as members of a class to which 
psychological labels can be applied. Their reasons for doing so are 
manifest. General statements of this kind perform important stylistic 
functions: they brighten drab details and help put matters aphoristi¬ 
cally. They also ease the task of summary by tying scattered facts to¬ 
gether. Besides being instruments of craft, these generalizations min¬ 
ister to public interests. Issues such as whether Russians are more 
Russian than Communist or whether the character of the Congolese 
may change are too popular and pressing for historians fully to ignore. 
Thus it comes about that scholarly practice accepts what scholarly 
theory renounces, and a venture repudiated in program is repeatedly 
affirmed by act. 

Intellectual consistency, if not an ultimate private virtue, is an ur¬ 
gent professional need. In order to satisfy that need, actions should be 
consonant with principles. In this case it would appear that drastic 
cures are quite impracticable. Historians are not likely to purge their 
practices or, alternatively, banish every doubt. But they may find, by 
reformulating their theory, that they can relent their general opposi¬ 
tion and engage in these practices with greater confidence. 

A first step in this direction would be to examine two propositions 
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conventionally advanced in this field. The first, as presented by Boyd 
C. Shafer in his critical study of nationalism, is that character cannot 
be classified by nationality because men are basically alike. 1 The sec¬ 
ond, put forward by Adam de Hegedus in his critique of patriotism is 
that character cannot be classified by nationality because every indi¬ 
vidual is unique. 2 In raising these familiar objections both writers pur¬ 
port to be contesting the reliability of a certain classification. In reality 
each is advancing his preference for a certain definition. To the first 
writer character refers to attributes shared by the entire human species- 
to the second the word refers to attributes which belong exclusively to 
the self. That there can be no national character—no attributes shared 
by groups of people—is not demonstrated but given in the premises. 
To show that the issue is definitional, one need only note that both 
these authors believe that there can be national art, national drama and 
literature, and national political institutions. Why not then national 
character as well? The answer lies not in the realm of fact but rather 
m the realm of meanings: to these writers, character is, by definition 
either idiosyncratic or universal. ’ 

To confuse the problem of classification with the problem of defini¬ 
tion is usually to give them both short shrift. One is apt to settle or 
avoid them simply by the arbitrary use of words. But these problems 
are too pivotal to be dismissed and much too complex to be delivered 
to the fiat of a casual terminology. For an adequate definition of char¬ 
acter, it is necessary to clear a ground littered by centuries of untidy 
usage, for an adequate classification of character, it is necessary to 
assess the strength °f many character-shaping forces. Both problems 
are difficult to resolve—which is all the more reason why they should 
be recognized, differentiated, and treated with the deliberateness they 


1. The Problem of Definition 

Traditional confusions—In the course of its long career, the word 
character, like its synonym personality, acquired myriad meanings, some 
of them mutually contradictory. 2 Derived from the Greek word mean¬ 
ing to engrave, the word character came to stand for a sign or symbol 

37 / Nationcllism > Myth and Reality (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1955), pp. 215- 

2 Patriotism or Peace (New York: Scribner’s, 1947) p 152 
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indicative of a special fact and then, through evolution, for a trait or 
roup of traits which serves to identify an individual. One fertile 
source of ambiguity lies in the two meanings of the word trait. A trait 

„ r „f pr fri the symbol or manifestation of distinctiveness, as per- 
ceived and defined from an external viewpoint. Character , in this case, 
would refer to something social and behavioral: a role performed in 
society (“he acted in his character of king”), a role played in the 
theater (“a character in a play”) or an estimate of a person formed by 
others (“he received a bad character from his employer”). But a trait 
may also refer to a reality resident in the individual, the existence of 
which is not contingent on outward signs and external percepts. In the 
aphorism “Character is what a person is, reputation is what he is sup¬ 
posed to be” the word character carries the implication of something 
indwelling and essential. 

Within this second category of meaning additional ambiguities 
arise, for psychologists have seen fit to emphasize different kinds of 
definitive inner traits. Some have stressed inborn endowments: in the 
humoral psychology of the Greeks, the truly distinguishing traits have 
been equated with organic temperament; in Kretschmer’s constitu¬ 
tional typology, they have been connected with physique; in other 
schools that have had their fashion, they have been linked to genes, to 
instincts, to mental faculties. Other psychologists have stressed ac¬ 
quired factors, including interests, phobias, tastes, attitudes toward 
specific objects, basic orientations toward reality. In short, the traits 
that have been chosen to define character are as multitudinous and varied 
as the qualities that have been chosen to describe man. But here, by 
way of anticipation, we note that Freud, who belongs in this second 
category, did much to make his view of trait prevail by overshadow¬ 
ing competitors with his canon of insight and surmise. 

In addition to arguments over kind, there has been a continuous 
controversy over form. In German scientific discourse Charakter refers 
to a sum of traits and sometimes to their configuration. 4 In other con¬ 
texts, however, the word might refer to a single trait (like miserliness 
or aggressiveness) which distinguishes one individual from another 
and defines his fundamental type. This was the sense of the word 
employed by literary characterologists. 

Finally, normative connotations enter and further confuse the defi¬ 
nition. In certain usages, character is a neutral term—thus: “His face 

4 See William McDougall, “Of the Words Character and Personality,” Char- 

acter and Personality^ 1 (September, 1932), 4. 
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shows a great deal of character” (i.e., is highly individualized) or “He 
is known to be quite a character” (i.e., is regarded as eccentric). But in 
connection with certain religious and pedagogical concerns the word 
was and still is used evaluatively. Thus, it may refer to the possession 

° ,5l° ra ^ ua lt es t0 , an ability to inhibit impulse, to demonstrate 
selr-discipline, to exercise self-reliance, to exhibit, in short, the bour¬ 
geois virtues. Metaphors of possession and construction convey this 
meaning of the word. One is said to have either “less” or “more” 
character; to be thought of as lacking character is to be harshly 
judged. One may have either a “strong” character or a “weak” char 
^5,here character is closely allied with will. Education strives to 
build character; here character is pictured as an edifice shaped ac¬ 
cording to plan. r 

Not surprisingly, the double term national character absorbed the 
mixed assortment of meanings that clustered around the noun Social 
role and essential being, patterned traits and unitary traits, normative 
connotations and neutral connotations—all that character denoted na¬ 
tional character subsumed. And more besides: the leap from the indi¬ 
vidual to the group brought additional meanings into play. On the 
assumption that the character of a collectivity is somehow different 
from the individual characters of its members, it became possible to 
speak of a collective soul,” a “folk genius,” a “group mind.” On the 
assumption that any fact of group existence is a fact of characteral 
importance, it became possible to reverse the path of inference and to 
say, for example, that the members of a republic possessed “republi- 
can „ characters or that a population in a state at war possessed a “war- 
ike character. This was a major step toward confusion, for by 
repeated derivations of this kind the list of character traits could be 
endlessly expanded. On the one side verging toward the mystical 
on the other side toward the redundant, the spectrum of meanings of 
th is term stretched as far as any user’s imagination. 

m wK fi J d ilIu ^ tratioias of this confusion and of the errors and excesses 

* n0t a difEcult task ' This confosion has been 

present in expository writing since the time of the ancient Greeks, 
when Hippocrates, Herodotus, and Aristotle physician, a historian, 

oftmnn T Pher “ firSt thdr reS P ective disciplines into studies 
of group characteristics. It can be found in many works today.* But 

Commager (America in 

national ^ ^^^^^“rl^thingsrtataje^on^and the thuigs that S are"not^don^^he 
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perhaps the most useful illustrations of it—useful because they show 
what must be avoided—can be found in the accounts of travelers in 
foreign countries written during the nineteenth century. Though 
somewhat outmoded in style, these works have never lost their favor; 
hardly a year passes, it would seem, but a new travel reminiscence is 
discovered or an old memoir republished. Nor are these works mere 
curiosities. A historian of the American people who fails to cite 
Tocqueville or Bryce would be guilty of glaring omissions; a student 
of the American character who fails to plunder Trollope or Dickens 
would be remiss in his use of effective epigram. 

How was national character used by the nineteenth-century traveler? 
A glance at the chapters devoted to that term reveals the extent to 
which he muddled meanings. Emerson in his chapter on character in 
English Traits begins by referring to temperament, physique, and men¬ 
tality. The English, he writes, have “an abysmal temperament, hiding 
great wells of wrath, and glooms on which no sunshine settles”; they 
are “of the earth, earthy, . . . full of coarse strength, rude exercise, 
butcher’s meat and sound sleep”; save for a few finest wits, they be¬ 
tray a “saving stupidity.” He then goes on to speak of acquired at¬ 
tributes: the “English are intellectual and enjoy literature,” they are 
“conservative, money-loving and lord-loving.” Finally, in a climactic 
sentence, the author runs through a gamut of meanings, alluding in the 
process to manners, attitudes, and reputation: “There are multitudes 
of rude young English who have the self-sufficiency and bluntness of 
their nation, and who, with their disdain for the rest of mankind and 
this indigestion and choler, have made the English traveler a proverb 
for uncomfortable and offensive manners.” 6 One wonders what, in 
good logic, national character might conceivably not refer to. However 
sharp-edged the style, disquisitions of this kind lack syntactical value. 
Each item taken separately may carry an element of truth; the discus¬ 
sion as a whole is as indiscriminate as a warehouse inventory. 

In times of international stress, when an irate and impertinent 
patriotism overcame the obligations of courtesy, the foreign observer 


attitudes toward the individual human being, the sense of responsibility toward so¬ 
ciety, the relations of the military and the civilian, the position of women and chil¬ 
dren, the role of the school and the church and that of the courts, the concepts of 
justice and fair play? the ideals that are held up to children and the pattern that is 
fixed for them, the moral standards that are accepted and the moral values that are 
cherished”—a definition that covers not a body of knowledge but a universe. 

6 Ralph Waldo Emerson, English Traits (Everyman’s Edition, 1856), pp. 71-83. 
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judged his hosts harshly, and his hosts responded in kind. At such 
times, they gave the term national character a strongly moralistic flavor. 
Frances Trollope with her malicious tongue, Charles Dickens with his 
satirical bent, Captain Marryat with his jaundiced eye—all concluded 
that Americans were deficient in national character—that is, were 
lacking in probity and good breeding. 7 American reviewers of their 
works used the term in the same way when they undertook to defend 
their country. No one should judge another’s national character, wrote 
one American, if he brings “a harsh uncharitable method of testing 
human merit.” We have more national character than do our English 
critics, American reviewers usually concluded. 8 Ensconced in the lan¬ 
guage of moral judgment, the term came to be used as* verbal powder 
and shot in wars of mutual derogation. 

Those who refrained from making invidious judgments—and the 
best did strain for objectivity—often worked semantic mischief in 
another way. When Harriet Martineau said that Americans had no 
national character, she was not depreciating them; she meant merely 
that Americans did not yet have any common values: “There are 
infinite diversities to be blended into unity before a national character 
can arise.” 9 So, too, the judicious Tocqueville: 

American society is composed of a thousand different elements newly 
brought together. The men who live under these laws are still English, Ger¬ 
man, Dutch. They have neither religion, nor morals, nor ideas in common. 
Up to the present, it can’t be said that Americans have a national character 
unless it is that of having none. 10 

National character, to these writers, meant uniform national type. 11 
They thus shut off the possibility of comparing the frequency of 

7 Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the American (originally published 1832; 
New York: Dodd, Mead, 1894), II, 12 ; Frederick Marryat, A Diary in America 
(London: Longman, Orme, Brown, Green & Longmans, 1839), passim: Charles 
Dickens, American Notes (New York: Wilson & Co., 1842), p. 302. 

8 “Captain Marryat and His Diary,” The Southern Literary Messenger , VII 
(Apnl, 1841), 259. See also “Domestic Manners of the Americans,” American 
Quarterly Review, XII (September, 1832), 109-33 and J. P. Thompson, “Dickens’ 
Notes on America/ ” The New Englander , I (January, 1843), 64-84. 

9 Society in America (London: Saunders & Otley, 1837), III, 209. 

George W. Pierson, Tocqueville and Beaumont in America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1938), p. 114. 

. 11 Sometimes this definition was used for pejorative effect. Certain English Tory 
journalists m this period took Americans sharply to task for adhering too much to 
type. See Jane Louise Mesick, The English Traveller in America, , 1785-1835 (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1922), p. 229. 
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specific traits in different national populations. To them, the character 
differences between nations were generic, not statistical. 

Finally, one notes in these writings a persistent tendency to deal 
with cultural facts and character traits as though they were freely 
interchangeable. In his chapter on American national character in the 
American Commonwealth, Lord Bryce repeats what he had said in his 
chapters dealing with American culture. For example, after having 
alluded to numerous experiments in the area of social reform, he 
makes the facts do double duty by giving them a character twist: 
Americans, he concludes, are an “experimental people, as far as social 
reform is concerned.” 12 The least that can be said against this method 
is that it does not further knowledge: to give one fact two phras- 
ings is not to produce two facts. But worse faults can be charged 
against this approach. It leads to specious explanations. Thus, in at¬ 
tempting to account for the existence of only two major political 
parties in the United States, Bryce points to the “character of the 
American people”: “They are extremely fond of associating them¬ 
selves and prone to cling to any organization they have once joined.” 13 
But since this character trait was largely deduced from the very facts 
it was supposed to explain, the explanation is circular. The gravest 
offense of this method of duplication, which was employed not only by 
Bryce but by most writers on national character, is that it confused 
two orders of phenomena which analytically should have been kept 
distinct. 14 By failing to see character and culture as separate but inter¬ 
acting entities, these authors begged the theoretical questions which 
had to be faced for productive thinking. For example: Is everything 
that exists on the cultural level incorporated into the character of indi¬ 
viduals? Does a cultural element, when internalized, retain its original 
meaning? How is a cultural element transmitted, and how is it trans¬ 
formed when absorbed? The double-entry system skirted such ques¬ 
tions entirely. 

12 James Bryce, American Commonwealth (New York: Macmillan, 1888), II, 
295-96. 

13 Ibid., p. 51. 

14 For the sake of brevity, we have not taken up the question of the ontological 
status of culture and character, a matter which has been under dispute for almost a 
century. Recent discussions of this problem can be found in the following articles 
in the American Anthropologist: David Bidney, “On the Concept of Culture and 
Some Cultural Fallacies,” XLVI (1944), 30-44, and “Human Nature and the 
Cultural Process,” XLIX (1947), 375-96; Clyde Kluckhohn and O. Mowrer, 
“Culture and Personality: A Conceptual Scheme,” XLVI (1944), 1-29. 


83 





WALTER P. METZGER 

There can be little doubt that national character has had to carry a 
heavy freight of contrary and unclear meanings, accumulated through 
the years. But it would be premature to conclude that the term is 
beyond redemption. In a sense, pessimism with respect to terms is 
always something of a dereliction; if it is the fate of common words to 
be equivocal, it is the duty of uncommon minds to make them less so. 
As it happens, some uncommon minds have tried to do this, not by 
addressing themselves to the term directly but by fashioning concep¬ 
tual models and heuristic metaphors that clarify and reorder what the 
lax use of language has confounded. 

Two of these models merit special consideration. The first is the 
Freudian model (as revised and applied by anthropologists); the sec¬ 
ond may be called the dramaturgical model (as used by theorists of 
social-role behavior). These are alternative models. They grow out of 
and reflect the rift that we found in the etymology of the word char¬ 
acter^ a rift which our culture perpetuates through its Platonic-Aris- 
totelian dualities. Ultimately, the choice between these models may 
rest on metaphysical predilection, but at least the choice is between 
two of the more coherent options. 


The Freudian model . For our purposes the best entry into Freud’s 
self-contained system is through his concept of character trait. 16 This 
concept was a product of three of his main assumptions—a belief in 
infant determinism, a theory of psychosexual development, and a 
holistic view of personality. With the first of these assumptions, 
Freud laid down the dictum that the psyche, once formed in the early 
years, admits no important innovations. By this he meant not only that 
early habits persist and predestine future conduct but that the entire 
repertoire of adult behavior, for all its seeming diversity, can be traced 
to a few controlling tendencies operating in the unconscious. Thus the 
pull of his definition of trait was toward the invisible and the quintes¬ 
sential. A trait, to him, was a latent predisposition to behave, not an 
item of observed behavior. Inferable from current actions, it was a 
precipitate of the subject’s past, a clue to a buried biography. 

With his maturational theory—the second of his main assump¬ 
tions Freud located the source of current traits in the libidinous life 
of the infant and child. He thought that all human organisms had a 

5 There is no concise description of this model in Freud’s writings; what fol¬ 
lows is a condensation of various ideas which he elaborated throughout his life¬ 
time. ° 


84 




Generalizations about National Character 


natural schedule of erotic development but that owing to the actions of 
society—which he considered the nemesis of the pleasure principle 
—the course could not run smooth. Constraint, frustration, and anxiety 
blocked or reversed this development, with indelible consequences for 
character . 16 In specific pleasure-giving actions that are appropriate to 
the early stages of development and are not successfully outgrown 
and integrated, Freud believed he found the prototypes for later modes 
of responding. Thus, the biting and sucking responses might be per¬ 
petuated, sublimated, or displaced into permanent character tenden- 
c j es _i nt0 the traits of optimism or open-mindedness (the desire to 
“incorporate” or to “receive”), dependency or gullibility (the desire 
to be “taken in”), or persistent verbal aggressiveness (the use of “bit¬ 
ing” or sarcastic language) - 17 A trait was thus conceived to be a prod¬ 
uct (of an instinct and its vicissitudes), a symptom (of fixation or 
regression), and a lasting adaptation (to frustration and anxiety). 

Third, Freud viewed character traits not in isolation but in their 
genetic and functional relation to the personality as a whole. In a short 
article that opened the subject of psychoanalytic characterology he 
noted that the traits of orderliness, parsimoniousness, and obstinacy 
usually occurred together. By dint of ingenious speculation, he related 
each of these character traits to the same genetic factor, the inhibition 
of erogenous pleasure through overseverc toilet training, and to the 
same psychic mechanisms, repression and reaction-formation. Under 
the spur of holistic thinking Freud saw these traits composing a syn¬ 
drome, the syndrome evincing the total character, the total character 
fitting a class (the “anal-sadistic” or compulsive type ). 18 In sum, char¬ 
acter, as Freud conceived it, is a structured and concealed domain, 
ruled by unconscious forces, shaped by the trends of early history, 
taking typical forms . 10 

The great merit of the Freudian scheme is that it sets up character 

18 See Sigmund Freud, Three Contributions to the Theory of Sex (New York: 
Nervous and Mental Disease Publishing Co., 1916). 

17 We have not distinguished here between the thinking of Freud on this subject 
and that of his follower Karl Abraham. See Abraham, “Contributions to the The¬ 
ory of the Anal Character” and “The Influence of Oral Eroticism in Character- 
Formation” in Selected Papers in Psychoanalysis (London: L. and Virginia Woolf, 
1927), pp. 370-406. 

18 “Character and Anal Eroticism,” Collected Papers (International Psycho-ana¬ 
lytical Library, No. 8, 1946), pp. 45-50. 

19 See “Some Character-Types Met with in Psychoanalytic Work,” Collected 
Papers (International Psycho-analytical Library, No. 10, 1946), pp. 318-44. 


85 



WALTER P. METZGER 


and culture (or society) as separate conceptual entities. Influence is 
conceived as going in two directions—from culture to character, by 
means of the child’s incorporation of his parents’ injunctions and ideals 
and from character back to culture, by means of the channeling and 
rechanneling of the organism’s basic psychic energy. At neither ter¬ 
minal point do the effects merely mirror their cause. The do's and 
don't' s of the parents are not impressed upon character in the form of 
homologous traits. Rather, they form an internal monitor which must 
vie with instinctual drives, powerfully operative from birth, and with 
the cognitive-intellectual functions, which arise through transactions 
with reality, for control of the character of the organism. Reified in 
Freudian language, each of these shaping factors—the biological, the 
psychological, the social—is allocated an internal province, a name, 
and a specific goal: there is the id which strives for pleasure, the ego 
which strives for truth, the superego which strives for perfection. The 
basic character trend depends upon which achieves dominion: the con¬ 
sequence of victory by the id is a headstrong, impulsive character; the 
consequence of victory by the superego is a moralistic, perfectionistic 
character; only when the ego takes hold to synthesize and harmonize 
all claims does character achieve a healthy balance. 20 The fancifulness 
of this metaphor may be objectionable, but the thought it illustrates 
is worth attention. Culture, Freud was saying, does not stamp 
itself on character but is a party to character’s internal conflicts; char¬ 
acter embodies culture but cannot fully be described in terms of it. 

According to the Freudian model character also acts as cause and 
alters or reinforces culture. Again, the process is indirect. Freud 
eschewed the kind of psychology that linked each cultural fact to a 
corresponding human propensity. The two groups of instincts he de¬ 
scribed—those of Eros and those of Death—he regarded as general 
drives capable of very diverse expressions. Despite his pessimistic no¬ 
tion that society demands renunciation and that civilization must beget 
its discontents, 21 he believed that men respond inventively to their 
frustrations and defensively to their anxieties and that thus they 
modify both. Through a process which he called displacement , one 
which he thought essential to all learning, energy may be channeled 
by the ego from forbidden objects of desire to more accessible object- 

20 The Ego and the Id (International Psycho-analytical Library, No. 12, 1927), 
passim. 

21 Civilization and Its Discontents (International Psycho-analytical Library. No* 

17, 19^9), passim. 7 7 7 
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choices. Through the mechanism which he called projection , external 
reality may be endowed with spurious but consolatory features and 
various illusions may be devised to satisfy unconscious yearnings . 22 
Each individual coping with his conflicts makes an impact upon the 
culture; large-scale cultural phenomena—submission of the masses to 
a leader, widespread crusades for social justice, the institutions of re¬ 
ligion, the growth of civilization itself—are the consequences of the 
cumulation of effects . 23 Thus, between character now seen as cause 
and culture seen as effect, intrapsychic processes serve once more as 
the indispensable middle term . 24 

At first the Freudian model made no provision for a character com¬ 
mon to social groups. Freud did not focus on this issue; his interest was 
too much keyed either to individual neuroses or to universal psychic 
laws . 25 What concern he had with group-shared qualities was con¬ 
sumed by his character typology, which was a means of categorizing 
individuals according to their psychological similarities and not a 
device for defining the similarities of individuals in existent social 
groups. Group character was not fitted into the model until certain of 
the followers of Freud, influenced by anthropology, learned to speak 
of specific cultures (rather than the abstraction Culture) and until cer¬ 
tain of the practitioners of anthropology, influenced by Freud, began 
to focus on personality. Eventually a new dimension of sharedness was 
added to the original dimension of depth. 

Abram Kardiner and Erich Fromm were the prominent authors of 
this revision. Kardiner posited the existence of a “basic personality 
structure 7 ’—a common groundwork of character built by early familial 
disciplines commonly employed in a society. He undertook to study 

22 Freud’s writings contain several definitions of projection .Tho one offered here 
combines two of his more important ones. See his “Certain Neurotic Mechanisms 
in Jealousy, Paranoia and Homosexuality” (International Psycho-analytical Li¬ 
brary, No. 8, 1946), pp. 232-43 and Inhibitions , Symptoms and Anxiety (Interna¬ 
tional Psycho-analytical Library, No. 28, 1936), pp. 86-87. 

23 The Future of an Illusion (International Psycho-analytical Library, No. 15, 
1928). 

24 We have not touched here on Freud’s theory of phylogenetic recapitulation. 
It is out of keeping with the separation of character and culture that he usually 
maintained. See, however, his Totem and Taboo (New "fork: New Republic, 1927). 

26 Interestingly enough, Freud’s sole foray into group psychology—which took 
the revealing title Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (International Psy¬ 
cho-analytical Library, No. 6, 1922)—was a study of the impact of the crowd on 
the functioning of the individual psyche. 
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the “primary institutions” of a society (methods of child nurture and 
care, techniques of handling aggression and dependence) in order to 
ascertain how the resulting “basic personality structure” (the opera¬ 
tion of unconscious projective mechanisms) invents the “secondary 
institutions” (religion, folklore, ideology). One of his findings was 
that a society which subjects its children to consistent parental punish¬ 
ments and rewards will produce a basic personality which introjects 
and idealizes the parental image. Such a personality, he believed, will 
project, and such a society will find congenial, an anthropomorphic 
god who identifies sin with disobedience and is pleased by exemplary 
behavior . 26 Kardiner thus kept the Freudian model intact, except for 
the substitution of a different intermediate term: a common character 
core instead of the total individual personality. 

Erich Fromm developed the concept of “social character,” by which 
he meant a set of common motivations implanted in children by their 
parents, who act as the agents of society. To Fromm the object of 
socialization is to make individuals want to act as indeed they have to 
act in order to perform the tasks with which the society is confronted. 
As each era imposes new tasks, character must be bent to fresh neces¬ 
sities . 27 Thus the onset of capitalism in the West spurred the develop¬ 
ment of a social character in which the motives of acquisition and 
competitiveness come to predominate over any others. But the social 
character may be a cause as well as an end-result. In times of rapid 
social change, the existing social character (geared for tasks no longer 
exigent) may clash with the demands of the new environment; further, 
when the demands imposed by society violate basic human needs, 
character disturbances may occur which will have a repercussive ef¬ 
fect. In Escape from Freedom , Fromm argued that post-medieval \Wst- 
ern man, forced by the directives of society into postures of isolation 
and alienation, finds escape in symbiotic relationships of dominance 
and submission; these patterned modes of relating become an unin¬ 
tended part of the social character; this social character is in turn re¬ 
sponsible for significant cultural change (e.g., induces the onset of 
totalitarianism) . 28 Thus, Fromm, for all his opposition to Freud’s 

28 Psychological Frontiers of Society (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1945), p. 29. 

27 *‘Psychoanalytic Characterology and Its Application to the Understanding 
of Culture/’ in S. Stansfield Sargent and Marian W. Smith (eds.), Culture and Per¬ 
sonality (New York: Viking Fund, 1949), p. 5. 

28 (New York: Rinehart, 1941), p. 288; Man for Himself (New York: Rine¬ 
hart, 1947), p. 129. 
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biologism , 29 made use of the Freudian paradigm and placed the social 
character in a context of determinants and expressions, of cultural 
causes and effects. 

We have only to consider national character as a subtype of either 
of these forms of common character in order to fit it into the scheme. 
Once it is fitted into the scheme, the term is significantly rehabilitated. 
It loses its mystical associations: to Kardiner and to Fromm, the com¬ 
mon character is not the disembodied spirit of the group but a likeness 
in the makeup of the members. It sheds all normative implications: to 
Kardiner and Fromm, the common character is a product of ubiquitous 
socializing processes. And it assumes explanatory functions. As a link 
between disparate parts of culture, it explains (in Kardiner’s terms) 
the psychological coherence of the institutions which constitute so¬ 
ciety. As an intervening variable between alterations in determinants 
and expressions, it explains (in Fromm’s conception) the process of 
cultural change. Within this frame of reference, national character not 
only means something but hypothetically does something too. 

To be sure, new difficulties partly offset these gains. Those who 
employ this model must locate national character in a cycle of action 
and reaction; merely to catalogue traits, merely to describe without 
explaining, is not to meet the obligation. At the same time, a “basic 
personality structure” or a “common set of motivations” cannot be 
directly apprehended. It can be shown to exist, and to exist as an 
effective agent, only by a devious process of inference. One must work 
forward from the determinants of character, backward from the ex¬ 
pressions of character, and hope that these two roads, winding through 
the data of culture, will converge at the invisible Rome. Unfortu¬ 
nately, there are many traps along the way. There is the danger that 
the determinants of character will seem more homogeneous than they 
are—for instance, that the child-rearing disciplines of the American 
middle class will be confused with the national practice. There is the 

29 Fromm gave different symptomatic significance to the traits he discovered 
in character. What he called the “receptive” character (exemplified by such traits 
as overdependence and the insatiable desire to be loved), the “hoarding” charac¬ 
ter (exemplified by the traits of possessiveness and withdrawal of feeling) and the 
“productive” character (exemplified by the capacity to love one’s self and others) 
suggest Freud’s oral, anal, and genital types. But the underlying mechanisms that 
Fromm presumed to be operative in character differ from those defined by Freud. 
Not the frustration and sublimation of the libido but the frustration of the desire 
to love creatively and the use of mechanisms of escape from that frustration are 
what, to Fromm, produce character traits. See “Psychoanalytic Characterology,” 
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danger that cultural phenomena, rationally explainable on other 
grounds, will be assumed to be expressions of character and thus 
unnecessarily laden with psychological implications. And there is the 
danger that quite unconnected cultural elements (say, the Russian 
practice of swaddling children and the Russian political dictatorship) 
will be assumed, merely by their coexistence, to be part of a causal 
chain in which national character is the middle link. That these dan¬ 
gers are real and not imaginary is apparent to anyone who has sur¬ 
veyed the recent literature on this subject . 30 Yet awareness of the dan¬ 
gers also suggests monitory rules. Depth psychological explanations 
should be residual, offered only when simpler explanations have been 
tried and found indisputably wanting; psychological explanations 
should be selective and applied only to those cultural items that have 
obvious emotional loadings; cross-national and cross-cultural compari¬ 
sons should check all presumptive causal linkages. This model must 
be used with care and subtlety—but this is a charge to the inquirer 
and not a veto on the inquiry. 

The dramaturgical model .—We need not, however, rely on the 
Freudian dispensation to refurbish the concept of national character. 
We may draw on another set of assumptions—on the social behavior¬ 
ism of George Herbert Mead, the developmental studies of Jean 
Piaget, the theatrical metaphors of Erving Goffman and other sociolo¬ 
gists. The main idea that emerges from these varied sources is that 
every society, in order to achieve its goals, requires its members to 
play standardized roles, these being assigned in the main on the basis of 
age, sex, class, and occupation. Becoming a socialized person means 
acquiring thespian skills—knowing what the part of male or adolescent 
or doctor calls for, making the performance so believable that the role 
will seem authentic to the audience, guarding against discrepant ges¬ 
tures that would give the play away. These skills are acquired slowly 
by instructive social interactions; the novice becomes a polished actor 
not so much by direct tuition as by continuous practice in required 
roles . 31 

30 See Geoffrey Gorer, “Some Aspects of the Psychology of the People of Great 
Russia,” American Slavic and East European Review , VII (1949), 155-67, and the 
critical attack on Gorer’s work by I. Goldman, “Psychiatric Interpretation of 
Russian History: A Reply to Geoffrey Gorer,” ibid., IX (1950), 151-61. 

31 See Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (University of 
Edinburgh, Social Science Research Centre, Monograph 2, 1956). [For further 
discussion of “social role” seethe essay by Cochran (pp. 103-10 below).— Editor.] 
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Performances, however, vary among both societies and players. 
Though all societies have roughly similar goals (the maintenance of 
health, continuity, security), they evolve different instrumental roles 
and weave different characteristic plots. In some societies an elaborate 
etiquette governs every kind of social interplay: the stage directions 
call for poise and an emphasis on gravity and reserve. In other so¬ 
cieties, a warm and familiar air is required of even slight acquaintance¬ 
ships. In some societies, the father plays the suzerain and lords the 
family from an upraised seat; in other societies, the father must accept 
a more equal part. Different societies present different hero-types— 
stellar roles to which neophytes aspire (the saint, the lawgiver, the 
courtier, the warrior, the tycoon). Different societies present different 
villain-roles that arouse antipathy in the audience (the usurer, the 
witch, the stranger). Moreover, though many dramatic presentations 
are routinized and many roles are prescribed, there is always room for 
personal interpretation. Each individual gives something of his own to 
the roles that society manufactures—a nuance of inflection, an attitude 
of confidence or stage fright, a characteristic front, a talent for im¬ 
provisation. The personal side to these impersonations is the phe¬ 
nomenon we call “style.” 

And so to new definitions. Let character trait denote the style with 
which an individual plays a specific social role, and character the style 
that infuses the individual's playing of his many roles. Then, national 
character may denote the style which the troupes constituting the nation 
bring to the roles within their repertory. In pursuit of national charac¬ 
ter one asks: Do French parents, unlike American parents, sharply 
differentiate their roles, so that authority adheres exclusively in the 
father and the nurturing function in the mother? Do American teen¬ 
agers, in comparison with their German counterparts, place more em¬ 
phasis on roles involving social skills than on those involving intel¬ 
lectual achievement? Do English teachers succeed, where American 
teachers fail, in serving as models for their charges? Or, to turn to a 
single style that may be evident in a number of role-performances, are 
we as likely to find in other settings the plays that Americans often 
witness—housewives currying favor with their maids, parents pro¬ 
pitiating their children, ball players insulting umpires? Does this sug¬ 
gest uneasiness or incompetence in the assertion of prerogative? Is 
there then a mode of acting which Americans find especially to their 
taste, rather the way the American theater proper developed the 
Method School of acting in preference to the style of the Royal 
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Academy? A world full of interest beckons when we start our quest 
at this intersection of what society prescribes with what people do 32 
An interesting world—but not one entirely free of pitfalls. It would 
be all too easy to assume that anything that happens on the social stage 
is characterologically significant. But such an assumption would be 
costly, for it would assimilate psychology to sociology, make char¬ 
acter traits synonymous with customs, and reintroduce the duplica¬ 
tions we deem it wise to avoid. Consequently, to be prudent we must 
delineate in this as in the Freudian model a set of character deter¬ 
minants and a set of character expressions. We must find the roles 
which, when played, do most to shape the character of the performers, 
and the performances which, when observed, best reveal the character 
of the players. There is some dispute over which social roles may serve 
these several functions. Some psychologists, like Sears, Maccoby, and 
Levin, stress the character-forming roles of early childhood by means 
of which the child imaginatively assumes the parent role, admonishes 
himself from that perspective, and develops an internalized sense of 
right and wrong . 33 Mead puts particular emphasis on the games of 
older children, during which each participant implicates himself in the 
others’ roles and acquires a generalized understanding of the nature of 
role-playing as such . 34 As for the roles which best exemplify character, 
there may again be a number of candidates. In general, one may rea¬ 
sonably assume that these should be the roles in which the player in¬ 
vests a good deal of emotion, in which he has a vital stake, and which 
he plays consistently and often. Other criteria of selection may be 
possible, but the important point is that some criterion is necessary. 

The foregoing touches on the trouble one encounters in David Ries- 
man’s Lonely Crowd , a study of changes in the American character . 36 


32 Among the interesting studies of national or ethnic patterns in social-role be- 
avior one may cite Ruth Benedict, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (Boston* 

“ CultUral Components in Response 
lI™L m T f »T Y, m (1952 >' I6 - 3 °; Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., 

C^l S h H \?‘ ha v York: Macmillan, 1946); and Harold Nicolson, 

Good Behaviour (New York: Doubleday, 1956). ’ 

23 Robert R. Sears, Eleanor E. Maccoby, and Harry Levin Patterns of Child 
Rearing (Evanston, Ill.: Row, Peterson, 1957). J 

cago PreTsfl9^ bert ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ (Chica S°= Universi T Chi- 

Havl^vn R r i T Sman,Re S el Denne r> and Nathan Glazer, The Lonely Crowd (New 
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Though the author acknowledges his indebtedness to Erich Fromm, it 
would not be difficult to show that he works within the dramaturgical 
framework. He draws his evidence from the social stage—from what 
passes between children at play, between parents and children at home, 
between teachers and students at school, between business executives 
at work. He finds that there has been a recent change in the style of 
all of these role-performances. Riesman gives special emphasis to the 
shift in the parental style from strong authoritative guidance to weak 
unstable manipulation, to the shift in the teacher’s role from that of 
judge and mentor to that of social director, to the shift in objective 
among business managers from that of impersonal efficiency to that of 
the maintenance of group morale, and to the growing significance of 
the peer-group, whose plays require of the actors a capacity for feck¬ 
less imitation, a reluctance to trust to self-direction, and a talent for a 
dialogue devoted to expressions of consumer taste. Shaped by these 
experiences, the American, Riesman believes, has changed his national 
character—that is, has changed his entire style of acting. The older 
“inner-directed” character, after internalizing his early roles, appeared 
on the adult stage as a complete, self-motivated person. His promptings 
were from within, and he projected a sense of self that brooked no 
tampering by the audience. By contrast, the modern “other-directed” 
character brings to his roles no sure identity but seeks to define him¬ 
self through his roles. He constantly scans his audiences for cues as to 
how he should behave and constantly tailors his part to his view of his 
audiences’ expectations. He is not, however, miscast: the society that 
creates him also requires and is sustained by him. 

Riesman, as we can see, makes a variety of social roles serve the 
dual purpose of revealing and forming character. He thereby exagger¬ 
ates their significance. Roles sometimes shape the man, but men also 
sometimes opt their roles. To describe the “other-directed” man as 
he is found in the bureaucratic echelons of business is not necessarily 
to depict a man who has been created by his job but possibly to depict 
a man who has been selectively chosen for his job. The distinction is 
important, for the great proliferation of such offices may not prove 
that the new character is more frequent but simply that this particular 
character (possibly long established) now has an expanding medium 
for expression. On the other side, Riesman does not distinguish be- 

Character and Social Constraint: A Critique of David Riesman’s Theory of Social 
Conduct,” in Seymour Martin Lipset ana Leo Lowenthal (ed».), Culture tend So¬ 
cial Character (New York: Free Pre»», 1961), pp. 72-8J. 
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tween roles that are purely ceremonial and roles that are charged with 
vital feelings. Yet it is likely that many roles are played in the ordinary 
round of life perfunctorily, opportunistically, and merely for the occa¬ 
sion. Undoubtedly, one cannot play an intimate role with another 
without infusing it with emotion; for this reason, what Riesman has to 
say about parent-child relationships strikes at something quite sig¬ 
nificant. But many of Riesman’s examples taken from the job and the 
playground may deal with encounters of facades. His underlying idea 

that modem man does not dissemble but gives his all to the company 
and surrenders his soul to the group—ignores at the expense of reality 
the vast amount of simulation that enters into social intercourse. An 
indiscriminate use of social roles to describe the national character 
inevitably rests on the tenet that people always are what they seem. 

. What we have said so far comes down to this: the concept of na¬ 
tional character need not remain hopelessly ambiguous; to the extent 
that character can be more clearly defined, national character can be too; 
when the latter term is more clearly defined (by means of a conceptual 
model or a metaphor), many objections to it dissolve (though new 
complications may arise) , 36 

Up to this point, our emphasis has been on the noun in the term 
national character , not on the qualifying adjective. We must be, how¬ 
ever, as much concerned with national character as with national char¬ 
acter. We must, therefore, turn our attention to the second problem— 
the problem of classification which raises, in its own right, difficult 
though separate issues. 


2. The Problem of Classification 

One usually challenges a national classification by favoring an 
alternative classification: a supranational, a subnational, or an inter¬ 
national one. The first of these generally alludes to a culture-pattern 

r ;J“,l Th (? reader ’ s attention is called to an attempt, not treated here, to define na¬ 
tional character as the statistically modal character and to require the study of 
“’““f 1 charac , ter r ° be a P s y ch °logical investigation of adequately large and repre¬ 
sentative samples of persons, studied individually. See Alex Inkeles and Daniel J. 

Ch T ara f er: 7 be S® d y of Modal Personality and Sociocultural 
M S em f j? Gardner Lindzey (ed.), Handbook of Social Psychology (Cambridge 
SOn ' Wdey ’ I954) ! cha P- 26 ‘ slighting of this approach is not £ 
be 3 comment ° n lts significance but, rather, a recognition of its unfeasi- 
bihty for most historical research. It would involve projective tests, intensive 
interviews, and psychoanalytical excavations—clinical techniques which, even if 

aT °"' 7 *° *' •v - ■»* 
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or culture-complex which stretches beyond any single nation. Thus 
one critic of national character writes: “It is in relation to a particular 
culture pattern that one might expect to find a particular character 
structure.” 37 The subnational category usually refers to regional pe¬ 
culiarities within a nation. “The Picardian differs from the Gascon, 
the Norman from the Savoyard,” contends an opponent of the concept 
of a Gallic entity. 38 The third category points to class affinities which 
unite the peoples of different nations. “The similarities between a 
German and a French physician, a German and an English naval cap¬ 
tain ... are much greater than the community between a German 
physician and a German naval captain” writes one who places greater 
stress on the international line of cleavage. 39 Whatever their classifica- 
tional preference, these writers all invoke the same argument: the na¬ 
tion, they hold, is less important than some other primary matrix in 
producing a distinctive common character. It should be noted that this 
argument is not concerned with the properties or components of char¬ 
acter, a matter which, as we have seen, is germane to the problem of 
definition. Rather this argument is concerned with the influences ex¬ 
erted upon character. And this is what goes to the heart of the problem 
of classification. 

One way of answering the argument is to identify the national 
matrix with one of the preferred alternatives. This is what David 
Potter tries to do in his defense of national character in People of 
Plenty. Potter argues that “because the culture tends to realize itself 
politically through the process of national unification,” the cultural 
matrix and the national matrix tend to become synonymous. As he 
puts it: “If a French national character exists, it is not because com¬ 
mon citizenship or common residence in France made the French 
people alike but because the French people were alike, and, being 
alike, achieved a national framework for their culture.” 40 But this 
argument, however plausible, goes against the facts. A culture or cul¬ 
ture-complex often does not realize itself politically. Certain cultures, 
like that of the Jews, have existed for long periods without achieving 

37 Maurice Farber, “The Problem of National Character: A Methodological 
Analysis/’ Journal of Psychology, XXX (1950), 307-16. 

38 Walter Sulzbach, National Consciousness (Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs 
Press, 1943), p. 36. 

39 M. Ginsberg, “National Character,” British Journal of Psychology , XXXII 
(January, 1942), 183-205. 

40 David M. Potter, People of Plenty (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1954), p. 14. 
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national expressions. Moreover, cultural and national boundaries often 
do not exactly overlap. The Scandinavian culture has three or four 
political embodiments. Also the boundaries of nations have been often 
drawn by dynastic marriages and wars, rather than by cultural affini¬ 
ties. It is true that self-induced cultural isolation may work, as in the 
case of Japan, to make culture and nation coincide. But such cases of 
perfect congruence are certainly exceptional. 

But why not pursue the possibility that a nation in its own right by 
exercise of its powers, creates an important crucible of character? It 
is not apparent why this should be discounted in favor of the other 
possibilities. If it be objected that the nation, because it has geographic 
dimensions, subsumes and cuts across other matrices, the same could 
be said about the region and the culture-complex, which are also terri¬ 
torial m scope. If it be argued that the modem nation is a recent crea¬ 
tion, while character-formation is timeless, the same could be said in 
die main about recent social stratifications and recent occupations Per¬ 
haps most of the animus against the idea of a national matrix springs 
from ideological considerations, from the desire of modem thinkers to 
deflate the pretensions of modem nationalism and to advance more 
ecumenical allegiances. If so, the rejoinder is plain: to acknowledge 
the importance of the nation is not to plead its desirability. Finally 
—and this is a point around which much confiision has developed— 
to shape is not the same as to bind. It should be obvious that the direc¬ 
tion sentiments take does not explain their source. Whether English 
naval captains feel closer to German naval captains than to English 
sailors would be a matter of considerable import to English and Ger¬ 
man history, but it is barely relevant to the question whether English 
and German naval captains have a similar character structure and says 
very little indeed about the factors that created their characters. Were 
consciousness of kind the test, we might say that brothers who felt a 
closer kinship with their friends than they did with one another prove 

15 ^ VCry ^ aCt tBat common progenitors! 

Perhaps another reason why some critics resist the idea of a na¬ 
tional matrix arises from the common assumption that a nation, from a 
functional standpoint, is not a character-forming agency but “simply a 
governmental unit, having jurisdiction over the people within a recog- 

™I ed a ^.‘ But thls as fmption, even if true, is not as limiting as it 
ems. With respect to character-formation there is nothing “simple” 
about government, nothing moderate about its “jurisdiction.” This 
“Ibid. 
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hardly needs proving for totalitarian nations, where the political au¬ 
thorities are empowered to set the nation’s character goals and to 
muster toward the attainment of them almost every character-influenc¬ 
ing device. But government is also influential in democratic nations, 
where character goals are diverse and the main character-forming 
agencies are private. Even the most limited democratic governments 
take part in the forming of character (for example, by training military 
conscripts) or do so indirectly by regulating private agencies (for ex¬ 
ample, by separating public school and church, by maintaining a cen¬ 
sorship apparatus, by exempting institutions from taxation). In a 
larger sense, hardly anything such governments do fails to have some 
effect on character. A fiscal or economic program that accelerates 
social change, increases social mobility, or redistributes wealth touches 
the character-making process. It is true that under a federal system, 
like that of the United States, certain matters of key importance (edu¬ 
cation, marriage, divorce) lie formally beyond the scope of the central 
power. Even so, the trend in modern times is toward the enlargement 
of the functions of the central government and the contraction of the 
exclusive functions of subordinate units. To be sure, there arc some 
concerns which no political authority touches. In this country, for ex¬ 
ample, the government does not organize youth clubs or control the 
uses of leisure. But this does not weaken the argument: not doing is 
also a form of doing; no nation would be more distinctive as a molder 
of character than the one which adhered completely to laissez faire. 

In this view the nation is regarded only as a government and power 
system; a nation, however, is much more than that. It is also a com¬ 
munity of peoples who are exposed to common experiences. Some of 
these experiences grow out of national wars—the efforts and dedica¬ 
tions, the dangers and deprivations. Other experiences grow out of 
peace—the heroisms of sport, the national ceremonials. Some experi¬ 
ences shock, like the enormous event of occupation or revolution or 
civil war; some experiences arc continuous, like relationships with 
neighbors. Some experiences fade and are thereafter symbolically en¬ 
countered, like the impact of frontier conditions; some experiences 
periodically recur, like the diversions of a national election. Some ex¬ 
periences are directly felt, like going to the nation’s public schools; 
some experiences are shared vicariously through the nation’s media of 
communication . 42 

42 See Karl W. Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication (New York: 
Wiley, 1953). 
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The foregoing is but a sketch of a matter that deserves more detail, 
ut it may be enough to establish the idea that growing up and living in 
one country rather than in another is a matter of characterological 
importance. Once this is conceded, however, the real analytical dif¬ 
ficulties begin. For now we would want to know, how important is the 
national matrix relative to the others? This knotty question would not 
have to be asked if the national matrix replaced the others, and it 
would not be such a perplexing question if all the matrices were sepa¬ 
rate. But we must conceive of a national matrix as both comprising and 
competing with all others. For members of a nation are simultaneously 
members of regional, occupational, and other groups as well. It may be 
that a character trait exhibited in a national population owes more to 
t ese subgroup experiences than to the over-all national experiences. 
How, then, can these interpenetrating factors be parceled out and their 
relative influence appraised? 

Let us phrase the issue somewhat differently. It is clear that if there 
were an equal proportion of subsidiary memberships in each nation- 
say, if 35 per cent of every national population were Catholic, 15 per 
cent highly educated, 60 per cent middle class, and so forth—any rela¬ 
tively high frequency of trait in one nation would have to be ascribed 
to nationality. This is to say, if all other factors were held mnsranr 
whatever the contribution they made, any discrepant result would 
have to be attributed to the remaining variable. If, in reality, subgroup 
memberships were equally proportioned, we would not have to grapple 
with this issue any further. We would have the answer to such 
quandaries as David Potter posed when he noted that “if the com¬ 
patriots of Thomas Jefferson were self-reliant and individualistic, it 
was perhaps as much because they were landowning, subsistence 
farmers as because they were Americans.”" If the farm population in 
hngland and the United States in Jefferson’s day constituted the same 
percentage of the whole population, the occupational factor which 
Potter stresses could be discounted, and nationality would account for 
any difference that would appear. But, of course, the proportions were 
not the same: around 1800 a greater percentage of Americans than Eng¬ 
lishmen were farmers. Similar disparities would be found to exist were 
we to compare most other submemberships. A higher percentage of 
Italians than of Americans is Catholic. Americans belong in much 
higher proportion to the middle class than do Indians or Indonesians. 
The question, reformulated, is therefore this: How can we account for 
"Potter, p. 17. 
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national character differences when there are many possible contribut¬ 
ing factors of greatly unequal strength? 

It is not possible here to explore fully the statistical and conceptual 
issues presented by this formulation. But we can, within our limits, 
suggest an approach that holds some promise. For a guide and encour¬ 
aging example, let us turn to a study in a quite different field: Samuel 
Stouffer’s Communism, Conformity and Civil Liberties , an investigation 
of American political tolerance. 44 By breaking his national sample into 
regional divisions, Stouffer found (1) that the western region of the 
United States had a larger proportion of tolerant people than the south¬ 
ern region of the United States. He also discovered (2) that city- 
dwellers were more tolerant than farm-dwellers. He knew as well 
(3) that a larger proportion of westerners lived in cities. With these 
three sets of facts in mind he posed a question: Are people more toler¬ 
ant because they are westerners or because they are city-dwellers 
(and there happen to be more city-dwellers in the West) ? If we sub¬ 
stitute national groupings for these regional groupings, and character 
traits for these attitudes, we can see that at this point Stouffer had 
reached the stage at which we confronted our dilemma. 

A simple trick of the sociological trade (one familiar in this dis¬ 
cipline but surprisingly little appreciated by historians) enabled Stouf¬ 
fer to come to some conclusion. The trick was to hold the urban-rural 
factor constant by comparing urban westerners with urban southern¬ 
ers, likewise rural westerners with rural southerners, and by estimat¬ 
ing in percentage terms which group in each pair was more tolerant. 
These comparisons revealed that among urban people, westerners 
were more tolerant than southerners; similarly rural westerners were 
more tolerant than rural southerners, though there was a smaller dif¬ 
ference between the two rural segments than between the regions com¬ 
pared as wholes. Before jumping to final conclusions, however, 
Stouffer paused to ask: Might not still a third factor, as yet disguised 
under the regional rubrics, account for these persistent results? Educa¬ 
tional level was possibly such a factor, since it was assumed to be cor¬ 
related with tolerance, and fewer southerners than westerners achieve 
high academic levels. But again, better-educated westerners proved to 
be more tolerant than better-educated southerners when put to the 
tabular test. 

The time to draw conclusions was still not yet. Would the same 
results appear if both of these possibly important factors—the educa- 

44 New York: Doubleday, 1955. 
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statement about Americans and Englishmen. If we can or wish to say 
nothing, very well and good. But if we can say something about na¬ 
tional character, then we can say a little more. 

This procedure has theoretical implications that are also worthy of 
consideration. It will be recalled that Potter placed only two factors— 
the occupational-residential and the national—in opposition. Theoreti¬ 
cally, however, many factors may be operative. Americans may have 
been more individualistic because they adhered to certain religious 
sects that stressed or inculcated that trait or because they dwelled in 
sparsely settled places and were made to shift for themselves. Ob¬ 
viously, these are hypotheses and must be verified by matched com¬ 
parisons. At the same time, it should be understood that the operation 
promises only to test, not to create, good hypotheses. Knowledge, in¬ 
sight, and wisdom—the architects of a fruitful hunch—are not ren¬ 
dered obsolete by perfected methods. 

Is this technique distortive because it serves to sunder what society 
brings together into one interrelated whole? The partisans of Gestalt 
in our midst may say yes, and oppose its use for this reason. But what 
may be implied by their objection? If they mean that everything exists 
in a context and can be understood only in a context, the objection has 
little merit in this case. It is, of course, true that an American farmer 
was not the same sort of person as an English farmer because each 
lived in a different context of values, traditions, and beliefs. But we are 
not ignoring contexts when we isolate these individuals for compari¬ 
son. We would be ignoring contexts if we compared various farmers 
irrespective of their nationality. But if we compare rural Americans 
with rural Englishmen and a character difference appears, it is because 
the difference in context is being registered, not because the compari¬ 
son is inapt. 

Quite possibly, however, something else is implied by this objec¬ 
tion, namely, that whereas no factor in isolation accounts for a national 
difference, many factors in combination—religion, occupation, educa¬ 
tion, and the rest—do account for a national difference. The procedure 
advocated here provides for only a limited number of categories, 
whereas the possible permutations are almost infinite. To a certain 
extent, this is indeed a valid argument. Only a limited number of fac¬ 
tors can be handled by this method. A category combining three fac¬ 
tors will probably hold fewer persons than a category combining only 
two—there were fewer pietistic rural Americans than there were rural 
Americans. A point must soon be reached beyond which it would be 
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vn. The Historian's Use of Social Role 

BY THOMAS C. COCHRAN 


Social role is the part played by an individual in response to 
an understanding shared by members of a group as to the attitudes and 
behavior that should normally follow from his occupation of a given 
position or status. 1 Thus social role involves a formalized conceptual 
system for explaining why and to what extent people in similar situa¬ 
tions tend to act in similar ways. For example, when after his in¬ 
auguration as vice-president (March 4, 1901) Theodore Roosevelt 
wrote Leonard Wood that he had “taken the veil” and revealed his 
plans for studying law on the side or “perhaps becoming a scholar,” 2 
he was describing his concept of the social role of the vice-presidency. 

In fact, it is hard to write history or formulate social theories with¬ 
out at least implicitly assuming role continuities or social norms of 
behavior as expressed in such phrases as Roman patrician, Texas rancher , 
or factory worker. The concept of social norm indicates the same type off 
uniformity as social role , but the latter has the advantage of providing a I 
theoretical structure capable of explaining how and why norms are* 
effective. In his essay (above) entitled “Generalizations about Na¬ 
tional Character” Walter Metzger discusses two major systems for 
analyzing action—that stemming from Freud and that built around the 
concept of social-role behavior. “ National character ,” he says, “may 
denote the style which the troupes constituting the nation bring to the 
roles within their repertory.” 3 The concept of social role is widely rec¬ 
ognized and used also by sociologists and other social scientists. Pro¬ 
fessor Robert K. Merton, for example, says: “Sociological theorists 
are largely at one in adopting the premise that social statuses and social 
roles comprise major building blocks of social structure.” 4 Since social 
role involves a subtle and rather elaborate family of constructs dif- 

1 A number of writers use the term role (alone) to indicate the abstract concept. 
They then have to use role behavior or role attribute to refer to actual role-playing. 
See Neal Gross, Ward S. Mason, and Alexander W. McEadwin, Explorations in 
Role Analysis (New York: Wiley, 1958). 

2 George Mowry, The Era of Theodore Roosevelt (“New American Nation Se¬ 
ries” [New York: Harper, 1958]), p. 109. 

3 P. 91 above. 

4 “The Role-Set: Problems in Sociological Theory,” British Journal of Sociol¬ 
ogy , VIII (1957), 110. 
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ferently defined by different writers, it seems necessary to discus 
some of the problems in the use of these constructs in historical re 
search. e ' 

One problem is the danger of ambiguity between the abstract or 
normative concept and the role actually played by an individual The 
way in which a person in fact carries out a series of related actions 
| will be called here his “personal role” or his “individual role.” Manv 
factors—such as childhood conditioning, experiences of private life 
or other positions or statuses occupied simultaneously—which influ’ 
fence the playing of this personal role are usually inaccessible to the 
historian. Outward behavior, however, can presumably be known as 
can influential events and details in the surrounding situation In gen 
eral, study of behavior, particularly in formal organizations, indicates 
broad areas of uniformity in the playing of personal roles. Executives 
m business or government, for example, try to act in such a way as to 
preserve harmony and good morale among their staffs. One of the 
strongest pressures for such uniform action is the desire to live un m 

I the expectations of the group involved. * 

These group expectations of how the actor will normally play his 
role define the social role. The fact that such expectations exist is testi¬ 
fied to continuously in every group. Social role is in the first instance a 
general term for what lies back of commonly held knowledge concern¬ 
ing how a person will act under given circumstances—why for ex 
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The ideal for a clearly and simply defined social role is that it repre¬ 
sent the expectations of only one group fully informed on the perform¬ 
ance in question and with definite and uniform attitudes regarding it. 
In such a case there would be a single 4 'defining group,” and all aspects I 
of the social role would relate to its expectations. 6 Military hierarchies 
may foster this type of relationship, but in general history such situa¬ 
tions are the rare exception. If social role is to be a useful tool of 
analysis for general history, there should probably be in each situation 
under examination at least a major defining group whose normal expec¬ 
tations determine the general characteristics of the role. There may 
also be minor defining groups, as small as one individual, whose expec¬ 
tations set certain segments of the role but toward which the major 
group is indifferent or not in agreement. 7 For example, in a corpora¬ 
tion with directors composed partly of the chief officers of the com¬ 
pany, the board, led presumably by the officer personnel, will be the 
major defining group for the chief executive roles, but in each of his 
operations the top executive deals also with subordinates who form 
minor defining groups for segments of his role, though such subordi¬ 
nates may never be considered by the board of directors as forming 
defining groups for them. Large suppliers, customers, or public of¬ 
ficials may also constitute minor defining groups. The complete de¬ 
scription of a social role in organizations requires knowledge of the 
expectations of the several groups involved. 

Merton has called this "complement of role-relationships in which I 
persons are involved by occupying a particular social status” a role-set .! 
He is concerned, however, "with social arrangements integrating the 
expectations of those in the role set, . . . not primarily . . . with the 
familiar problem of how the occupant of a status manages to cope with 
the many and sometimes conflicting demands made upon him.” 8 Since 
such "social arrangements” are a problem in the mechanics of social 
structure, while the present discussion is of the behavior of role 
players, I will not follow Merton’s theoretical analysis beyond his 
definition of the term. 

6 In my Railroad Leaders , 1845-1890 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1953) I used the term prescribing group for those who set the expectations 
for the role. In the interest of a uniform vocabulary the term defining group used 
by Gross, Mason, and McEadwin is substituted here. 

7 Gross, Mason, and McEadwin (p. 74) point out that consensus in expecta¬ 
tions should be treated as a variable. It must be carefully defined for each group in 
relation to a role player and a situation. 

8 Merton, pp. 110-12. 
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Defining groups in a role-set are those which because of their status 
can exercise effective power on the performance of the role in ques¬ 
tion. If the major defining group, which may be very small or infinitely 
numerous, governs a large part of the role and exercises ultimate cen¬ 
sorship over all aspects, the concept of social role should have utility 
for historical analysis. But in some roles there is no defining group that 
affects all of the actors or most of the actions. In such cases each per¬ 
former may evaluate his defining groups differently, and hence no im- 
poitant uniformities will emerge in the playing of the role. There are 
probably few real situations that conform to the conditions for either 
of these two extreme examples. But whenever a new type of operation 
has to be performed, one for whose conduct there can be only im¬ 
aginary conceptions an unstructured social role is approached. Hence 
innovation, by breaking away from established norms, fosters further 
innovation m role-playing. The pioneer small manufacturer starting 
is own business in a new type of product and buying and selling in an 
impersonal market would approach this situation. He could seek his 
own economic gam and behave in a strictly instrumental way without 
response to social pressures. In practice he would probably modify his 

ET,? f ° f thC eX P ectatIons of associates in his community and 

CTOunTschorL^^’ in any - given SitUation a significant defining 
group, «* character is ofpnmary importance. Its determining effect on 

fo^ ro°rt ° W 'l C u mak€ variousl y motivated individuals con- 
frruenctofr™ 110 7 ^ eX P ectations ’ would be a function of 

Z3fh ^r^r formity 0f attitudes ’ and effectiveness 
to EiSSlrff of directors or the officers’ conference tends 

to maximize all the positive characteristics. But there is no reas™ in 

ih:o sLarions^lf'? f'** C ° nCept of sociaI roIe should be p m- 

e™T W , hl f c there 18 a high degree of conformity in the 

and ^oZv derf- g gr ° Up - R ° IeS ’ that i8 ’ ^ ^ sharply 

ffiourt^ H-ff “ 0ertain reSpeCtS ^ aI1 defining groups eTen 

the Theodore Ra Kg ^ g ° ther se gments of the role. Reverting to 
the I heodore Roosevelt illustration, we find both Democrats and Re 

acteriffic IfT * ? TT' ^ P ° Iltical ^potency was a char- 
edlv rliff j- a r ° C of V1 ce-president, although they undoubt- 

iMuchof S vT rdl ?i What ° ther 3SpeCtS ° fthe roIe were desirable. 

R WhCther ViCWed aeSthetiCaIi ^ 8Ci - 

J tally, depends on assumptions or generalizations regarding antici- 


106 



The Historian's Use of Social Role 

J pated uniformities in role-playing. It would otherwise be more con¬ 
fusing than it is anyway to use such “types” or “labels” as the 
Athenian citizen, the medieval monk, or the American president.* An 
element of drama is nevertheless introduced either by an actor playing 
his role as expected in the face of unusual pressures, as Buchanan did in 
1860, or by an actor innovating and moving beyond the expectations, 
as Wilson did in 1913. 

There is a great difference in the force of th e sanctions that define a 
social role. Some are merely conventional, as the matter of whether or 
not the president personally reads his messages to Congress. Others 
are as strong as the basic structure of society—for instance, the sanc¬ 
tion against political assassination. Obviously, these extremes offer 
little interpretative aid to the historian. The utility of the role concept 
depends on defining intermediate sanctions of varying force such as 
those arising from class or status. 

When one examines the force of various sanctions against deviation 
in the playing of social roles it becomes clear that in some directions 
the role is “open-ended.” Or, put another way, either the defining 
group has no fixed expectations or all in a range of alternatives are 
equally acceptable to it. Generally sanctions are unlikely to bar adopt¬ 
ing more efficient means for achieving goals pleasing to the defining 
group. The location of these open-ends or the potential areas of change 
reflect the approved personality types and pervasive themes of the cul¬ 
ture. In the United States individual innovations that depart from the 
social role in the direction of increased efficiency are likely to occur 
and to be accepted, whereas both occurrence and acceptance of innova¬ 
tion are less likely in some other cultures. 

Other than the groups whose expectations should be met if role 
performance is to be successful, there are groups that are normally 
passive in relation to the role if it is played within conventional limits 
but are able to bring censoring pressures against actions that exceed 
these limits. Law enforcement officers are obviously of this character. 
Censor groups are likely to become important when basic changes in 
role-playing occur, as in revolutions or in military or economic crises. 

One of the most elusive problems of role theory results from the fact 
that the actor not only tries to live up to the expectations of the defining 
groups and avoid reprisals from censor groups but also has inner guides 
or admonitions affecting his action. Consciously or unconsciously he 

* [For further comment on such “types” (or “aggregates,” as Potter calls 
them), seethe article by Potter, pp. 184 and 187-88 below.— Editor.] 
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tries to satisfy what psychoanalysts might call “the imperatives of his 
, super-ego. In role language this internal sanctioning authority is 
called bis reference group. The historian must take account of this 
tendency for conduct to be modified by inner drives not necessarily 
deducible from the situation, but in many cases empirical evidence 
short of that from interviews by skilled psychologists will not suffice 
to establish a reference group. Occasionally such information is plau¬ 
sibly given m autobiographies. For example, Andrew Carnegie, recall¬ 
ing a difficult and unpleasant role that he played as a youniman in a 
bobbin factory, writes: was not beyond asking myself what Wallace 
[the Scotch hero] would have done. ... A real disciple of Wallace or 
Bmce could not give up; he would die first.”* From one standpoint the 
reference group is a focused summation of the characterological pe¬ 
culiarities of the actor. In most historical research relating to aggre¬ 
gates of actors these are the kinds of data that must be treated as ran¬ 
dom and averaged out over a large number of cases 
A further ambiguity is introduced by the fact that defining groups 
may be only analytically distinct from reference groups. Perhaps the 

m°haveT Sfo r0le P Ia / erS ’ those best Rusted to their situation, tend 
to have then- major defining group also as their reference group, but 

clearly this is not always the case, and therefore it is desirable to define 

“ * e i”-* - «“*«—*7 

JS’S iS •"“*'? f r ?' ro,e “ the situation in 

wluch he acts, the reciprocal roles of others or, in Merton’s terms the 

role-sets become important. The executive who frames a policy deci¬ 
sion, for example, must take into account not only the character of the 

™TT n "“nr ' '? him ’ ** ei ‘P eC “°" s ° f tnajor defat 
group the possibility of censorship, and the structure of the ornaniza- 

tion through which the decision must be implemented but also lie role 

opratt ***• 

teristics will include not only the men’s social roles but also those 
unique as P ecrs of individual roles that create unique reciprocal atti¬ 
tudes among his confreres. Thus social and individual roles in a given 

pp. iS-36. U>STa ^ hy Andre ' a Carne g™ (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1920), 

havhw^ itfan^hmpofisdc^Vlarket” ^ “°^ a “ 2ati ° nal Structure and Pricing Be- 
vidual consists in those other individual with gr ° Up f ° r a ?Y en “di¬ 
common evaluative criteria for 1 - T , he P erc eives himself sharing 

Review, XLV [March, 19JJ], an attItud mal posmon” {American Economic 
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situation are modified by each other, because for each role other roles 
are part of that situation. 

Regardless of individual personality traits, the reciprocal interac¬ 
tion of roles presents problems in the operation of a formal organiza¬ 
tion. Each role is adapted to certain instrumental needs that create 
general attitudes toward the work of the organization. Role segments 
derived from specialized tasks are likely to conflict with over-all pol- 
j c y_ orj in more specific language, harmonious reciprocal adjustments 
among the roles are not immediately achieved. Part of the trouble may 
come from differing evaluation of evidence by groups with different 
orientations. For instance, government administrators on a board may 
see things differently from men representing business. But violent con¬ 
flicts between reciprocal roles in administrative hierarchies are usually 
avoided by the process of selection of the players. A man too poorly 
adjusted to the social role entailed will not seek that kind of position, 
and those having the power to select will choose only men who seem 
likely to do well in the role. 

Such considerations suggest that social roles seen as tendencies to¬ 
ward predictable behavior depend on (1) the instrumental necessities 
of the task with their psychological anil cultural correlates and (2) the 
expectations and power of the defining groups. But the historian who 
believes his evidence indicates certain characteristics of a social role 
must always be prepared to find eccentric behavior arising from indi¬ 
vidual motivations, including reference-group imperatives, in the actor. 

Even from the highly simplified model presented above one can see 
the difficulty of finding relevant source material in forms suitable for 
historical generalization. Yet, in spite of its demands for data rarely if 
ever completely available from past records, the concept of social role 
has hist orical utilit y. While role systems are subject to infinite varia¬ 
tion and subdivision, closely defined social roles such as exist in some 
professions or among elected politicians or corporate executives estab¬ 
lish uniformities of attitude that can be important building blocks for 
larger historical interpretations. 11 

Role analysis applies to a central problem of the historian: What 
makes for permanence and for change? Sharply defined roles with 
strong defining groups make innovation more difficult, while loosely 
defined roles invite variations in behavior. This difference in roles 

“See Cochran, Railroad leaders, pp. 218-28. 
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gives meaning to such cliches as “a young country” and “an old 
country. In new situations social roles are still fluid; in old tradi¬ 
tional situations they tend to be well defined. The American promoter 
on the unsettled frontier governed his conduct largely by expediency 
while the Congregational minister in New England knew rather pre¬ 
cisely what was expected of him. 

The point, therefore, of this brief discussion is that while the his¬ 
torian familiar with the intricacies of social role may find it difficult 
wholly to define any single role, the concept is usefhl for systemati¬ 
cally examining situations involving well-defined status and group re¬ 
lationships. Knowledge of the intricacy of role analysis can also guard 
the historian against overly simplified views of the pattern of social 
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VIII. Categories of Historiographical 
Generalization 

BY LOUIS GOTTSCHALK 


The articles that make up this volume without exception 
consider it a fact, whether for better or for worse, that historians 
(and others using the historical approach) frequently do make gen¬ 
eralizations, whether knowingly or unknowingly. Their authors seem' 
fairly agreed, to use Wright’s terms (p. 36), that “labeling” generali¬ 
zations are common and that “regularity” generalizations are far from 
unknown. They also render plain enough a conviction that generalizers 
tend to fall into several different groupings. At least six categories 
seem to be implied: (1) those who make generalizations only if they 
are unaware that they are doing so and try to eliminate the ones of 
which they are aware; (2) those who make generalizations knowingly 
but intend to limit their generalizations strictly to the exposition of 
the historical subject matter under investigation and of that subject 
matter only in its own setting; (3) those who make a deliberate effort 
to go beyond the historical subject matter in hand in order to indicate ! 
its interrelations with antecedent, concurrent, and subsequent events 
and who thus risk broad interpretative syntheses but still limit their I 
interpretations to interrelated trends; (4) those who with a similar 
readiness to go beyond the subject matter in hand draw parallels 
and analogies to it in other times or places of the past, whether or not 
otherwise interrelated; (5) those who venture propositions about past 
trends or analogies in such general or abstract terms as to leave the 
Implications, if they do not indeed state explicitly, that their proposi¬ 
tions may well be extrapolated to events in the future; and (6) those 
who propound philosophies that are intended to provide a cosmic un¬ 
derstanding of the course of human events past and to come. 

For the sake of brevity at least (and perhaps of clarity) each of 
these categories can be identified by its membership. Category No. 1 
I shall call “the school of the unique,” inasmuch as those who fit into 
it are prone, whether or not they consider scholarly generalization 
possible in historiography, to maintain that the historian’s purpose 
should be to emphasize differences rather than similarities, to deal 
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s P ec j a ^ and un ique rather than the comparative and general, 
s all contend below that only compilers of documents and chroniclers 

° f ,™ Se Jf Ct f d ^ nts truJ y belon g in this category. Category No. 2 is 
the school of the stnctly limited generalization,” in which I place 
me purely narrative-descriptive historians. Category No. 3 is “the 
school of generalization on the basis of trends,” to which belong the 
terpretative historians, those who strive to establish some hy¬ 
pothesis or theory that will help to explain a number of interrelated 
historical events. Category No. 4 is “the school of generalization on 
“ S ° P com pansons”-that is, the comparative historians. Cate- 
SJ; ?°‘ 5 15 the ,f, cho01 of generalizations that have validity for 
prediction or control -that is, the nomothetic historians. Category 

philoXfoit"', 0 / C0SmiC phi,OSOphi ' S * “W-that i*. 

rhJol WriterS r f u he 3 , rticIeS that P recede ^d follow this one agree 
rhH l h TT ° fthe Sch ° 0] ° f the "“Kfae are likely to be beguiled if 
^ tfenk they can avoid generalization. The arguments in suSort of 

sists £ S nei f Se Ti t0 ? n eSSentIaIly as follows: (1) language con- 
ts largely of verbal and written symbols which by their very nature 

: ,rr eraI den ° tationS and connotations; (2) the method by 
which the historian examines testimony and other evidence to arrive 
at the unique historical fact comprises in itself a set of rules (i.e. gen- 

dmtoodT ’ * S Specla1, segregate, or unique cannot be un- 

ffrevSe^r?^ ^ C ?T Pa j nS ° n Wkh the avera S e , the normal, the a g- 
1 5rhe S, h£ general ^ V1CC VCrSa) • Even if a mem ber of the school 

t0 L make a most strenu ous effort to avoid generaliza- 

credibi itvt C h3Ve ? ^ WS CTidenCe for its authenticity and 
fol from / S£t ° f ieoo S ni “ d general rules such as are set 

\avoid r CT 0m V° tm ! “ manUals ° f hlstoricaJ method. Then, to 

he wtdd he W w rdS 7 0ther SymbolS frei g hted with general meaning, 

•ainH °? g , t0 . pr ? Sent 0lJ y the d nly tested evidence itself and 

reflections 7 o CHr r ^ ^ With ° Ut com parisons, interrelations, 

| reflections, or interpretations. 

Lbfe\ d ° Ubt ’ SU u b “ amy °f mstimony in chronological order is pos- 
choice!? qUeStl ° D ° f de ^ ee °f generalization involved in 
take fo f °“ e ^ graM that a historian might well under- 

vet to wT ’ t0 ^ dl 48 3VaiIable ^ers written by Lafa- 
such lt^t^^u Vmg SeardlCd for ’ fomd ’ and authenticated 
bi H b Rv he W ° uld , n0t even have to a ^ay their contents for credi- 
ty. y presenting them in chronological order, he would have ac- 
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complished his task without any obligation to make further comments 
by way of comparison, interpretation, or generalization. Nor would 
he have to face the relatively but not altogether simple kind of gen¬ 
eralization required in making decisions concerning the arrangement 
and selection of his material, since a chronological arrangement would 
by professional consensus be regarded as most appropriate and avail¬ 
ability would solve the problem of selection. Some very useful histori¬ 
cal work now going on in the United States—the editing of the 
Adams, Burke, Franklin, Hamilton, Jefferson, Madison, and Walpole 
papers, for example—is of this nature (though not quite, since the 
editors have not always contented themselves with presenting the 

text, the whole text, and nothing but the text). .-- 

The compiler-editor is perhaps the most consistent adherent of the 
school of the unique. Once, however, a compiler departs from the prin¬ 
ciple of giving the full text of all the available documents in a prescribed 
area and in chronological order without interjecting any words of his 
onmiy he comes face to face with the risk of inconsistency, for he must 
employ at least the sort of generalization involved in fixing criteria for 
selection from among his compiled materials and for the use or avoid¬ 
ance of descriptive language of his own. He has to ask, for example: 
Is picturesqueness of language in a document more worthy of selec¬ 
tion for quotation than quantitative data? Should repetitive material 
be omitted? What about trivia? What are standards of importance, 
anyway? Is the use of space to give variant readings justifiable? Should 
introductory remarks or footnotes be used to present the several docu¬ 
ments’ contexts and, if so, what tests for their wording, length, rele¬ 
vance, etc.? To be sure, the compiler-editor rarely has to make his 
own decisions on such matters, since the processes of compilation have 
become largely conventionalized. But conventions of this kind are 
themselves generalizations, and unexamined acceptance of them does 
not avoid generalization but avoids only awareness of generalization, 
though in the supposed case perhaps only generalizations of historical 
method and linguistic connotation. If the historian of the school of the 
unique seriously means to run the risk of generalization only at this 
level, he should rest content with compiling documents with as little 
editing as possible. . _ 

Most historiographical work, however, is not compilatory-editonal. 
It is descriptive, narrative, or expository or a combination of these and 
requires a more or less skillful use of language. As soon as the historian 
uses his own language, he has to cope with the general notions con- 
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veyed by certain words. Finley shows above (pp. 21-23,30-31) tl 
words applicable to one time may, even without context, mislead \v\ 
applied to another time; Wright shows (pp. 53-56) how the sai 
holds true for isolated words applicable in one place when applied 
another place. Readers need hardly be reminded that the conun 
meaning of the same words may differ in English usage from Americ 
usage. Thus, studied selection of words may well be required to avc 
comparative connotations or, as Palmer (p. 71) indicates that he h 
done, to suggest them. Words in a context may be still more coi 
promising. I have elsewhere explained why a simple sentence li] 
“Columbus discovered America on October 12 , 1492” is loaded wi 
comparative and general terms (of chronology, philology, exploratio 
geography, biography, etc.); only some of the difficulties are avoid* 
by a less simple wording such as “On a day conveniently labeled ‘0, 
tober 12,1492’ a group of sailors captained by a man known in Endi« 
as Christopher Columbus’ landed on an island which was apparent! 
the one now called ‘Wading Island.’ ” 1 1 

Leaving out of consideration the philosophical question, raised b 
Starr above (p; 3) and Aydelotte and Potter below (pp. 149-51 and 183 

rh»r» | 1 hls,0 " c>1 equalization, I have also indicated elsewher 
that generalizations are particularly prone to lie hidden in certain kind 

?and°do S n a r? P SeS tha , th f 0mns and ° thcrs use commonly. I did no 

dm, too. I mean, also that some wotds presle (ot shoddprcsX 
a conscious comparative evaluative « *• \ presume) 

mind of the user Wh ! T £ eneratlzed connotation in the 

historian who wishes to do more than quote documents, 

(4th [rev.] printing; 

about Wading Island.) ’ P ‘ ‘ ' d now be lnc hned to still greater doubt 

State ^7^ S (cl f i^ et £v^ in f rt- mrd White < ed -L The 

I speak rather of the category ofoeaZlZf/ of Chicago Press, 1956), p. 447: 
of words that for lack of a better nfme T I n ^ 1S im P lied b y certain kinds 
ll6 name 1 011 "prizing words and gcnadhmg 
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who prefers to narrate, describe, or expound in his own words and 
who yet adheres to the school of the unique might conceivably avoid 
these hidden generalizations as well as others, whether explicit or im- 
Ucit whether by comparison or interrelation, but he can do so only if 
he also avoids all standards (i.e., generalized notions) of relevance for 
his selection of the data, of importance for his assay of the relative 
emphasis he gives them, and of interrelation for his arrangement of 
them in some revealing order. In other words, if he rests content to be 
a chronicler of discrete events (to present what may be called a quali¬ 
tative time analysis in a binary number system), he can with assidu¬ 
ous attention reduce to a minimum the risks of departure from the 
unique. 

So far I have dealt only with the problem of generalization as faced 
by the historians of the school of the unique (though some at least of < 
his unavoidable problems will confront other historians as well). 
When the historians who subscribe to the principles of the other 
schools face the same problem, they arc likely to do so with less effort 
to avoid, and perh aps j yith some express effort to find, a comparative . 
•or general thesis. Their sins, if sins they be, thus become those of 
commission rather than of omission. 

. Let us begin with the school of the strictly limited generalization. , 
What does the historian do who is willing to generalize but wishes to 
go no further than the limited data in hand? He is likely to take at 
least two steps: (1) apply generalizations borrowed elsewhere than 
from the documented historical knowledge under investigation in or¬ 
der to fill the gaps in it, and (2) classify or categorize at least those 
parts of his data that lend themselves to some kind of comparison, 
contrast, regularity, or generalization, however circumspect. I shall 
illustrate these two steps from my own investigations. 

When one ^rranges the isolated bits of informat ion derived from the*v 
sources pertaining to a single career in a biographical (i.e., chronologi- \ 
cal) order, one often finds s ome details relatively difficult to explain, j 
For example, the Marquis deXafayette wrote a letter dated September / 

words. Singularizing words comprise not only adjectives in the superlative degree, 
like best, most, and first, but also emphatic adverbs like even and especially, verbal 
phrases like single out, and phrases like par excellence. Generalizing words comprise 
adjectives like every and all, adverbs like naturally, and phrases like as usual . Ex¬ 
amples of the use of such words in actual historical writing follow (ibid., pp. 
447-48). For a discussion of “latent generalizations** based on kinds rather than 
levels of generalization, see the essay by Potter below, especially pp. 186—91 . 
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rlw o? apparent l y Iate in the day )’ from Paris, and on Sep¬ 
tember 19 he wrote another to an American merchant from Varennes 

roughly one hundred and fifty miles away. Since both letters are au- 

„ n “ . and T" ln datl ? g them is hi g hIy improbable, the question 
arises how^uchap ^ ar ent l y c o nt radictory pie ces of evidence can both 

beaefflTf^at already a gSHaSnonhas beenapplied-viz., 

widSVnelT"/ 0 b t pIaCCS ° ne hundred and ^ miles apart 

a sneri 1 P ff d ofprobably no more than twenty-four hours required 
of S 5 0rt ’ p generaIlZati ° n which is based > m turn, upon a series 
8 ?T T ab r the means of asportation in the 
them m! 5 ^ 3 Set ° f generalizations and applying 

heading of P “ H'? ^ h , 1St ° nCaI e ? 1Sode 15 sometimes placed under the 
n « g historical imagination,” or what Finley (p. 29 above) 

fill in theo^ 0 a h° n IS ’ tflC kind ° f tbou ght P ro oess needed to 

been in ord^r eXpIick ^ony and what-must-have- 

trinstan^ ^ *** ° £ * M ^tail. * 

‘ W n?h t ere Se T S “ be n ° choice but t0 assume that Lafayette, 
.ifZTv f rhe “ght and most of the next day,” 

reached Varennes from Pans “at the end of a gruelling journey.”* 

and f If r ° C T S ° fiPm g the gaps in the testimony sometimes requires 
“ d ft ^ tly mvite s comparison. If, as is true, the investigator finds 
era other grueilihg trips of a like nature in the career of Lafayette 

fe ttefafaf f ne 5 a ! iz V n0t tbat Lafayette a good horseman,’ 

AatSZ did" 1S “f equate for such a generalization, but perhaps 
that Lafayette did not allow the prospect of traveling rapidly over dis¬ 
tances that might well have daunted ordinary men to daL Lm k the 
accomplishment of his aims. Such a comparison sheds light on the idea 
o£ uniqueness. For what is it v • ® 

■ •fTrT'TPr 1 - r ’- llnuted though it is to one career svU 

Wi/w/orffSot (1) a generalization about a single character, (2) a state- 

L, comparing that character with a generalized concept of the char- 
t n^ ^ r 0 l O^d T y , me^, “Consequently (and, what is more, suspect j 
Jnin pn XWt f a ^ r sucb a comparison)—(3) a statement about the J 
Jqumess of Lafayette? In brief, it is hard to conceiveof an assertion / 

^otiiet. 6 mUqUC that W0Uld ^ dCmand a co x m P anson of some sort/ 
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So far our hypothetical historian of the school (/limited generaliza¬ 
tion has limited himself strictly indeed—that is, tba concatenation of 
chronologically close or similar events in one mams^ ^eeri'Su p|Sose" 
iat still subscribing to the limited-generalization school, he were 
willing to make a broader generalization about the carefully tested 
data in hand—say, for example, about the revolutions in which over 
a long lifetime Lafayette participated. He might then come out with 
some such generalization as: “Lafayette participated in every revolu¬ 
tion from the 1770’s to the 1830’s of which he knew.” Or: ‘‘Lafayette 
consciously tried to model his action in revolutionary situations on 
his concept of how Washington would have acted in similar circum¬ 
stances.” If carefully made, these generalizations (which I think arc 
true, though the question"oTtKerr“trutH or falsehood is not really rele- 
-ralft o ffic prffflflt from' a classification or^ 

set of classificanonrof'tlfayetteYb'ehayiOr, a hypothesis that his be¬ 
havior falls'mfoTdefi'mte pattern. If true, they are good examples of 
explicit cbnceptsTHowmgly and strictly limited to a specific set"oT 
historicd~data. But they haMKH avo id bcmgalso implicit mcthodologi- 
cal prescriptions to future historians. They say in effect: ( 1 ) in any 
m yct-iOTfinn of Western revolutions betwecn_ihfi..lZ2Q.’ii..nnd. the 
1830’s,'"look for Lafayette, and (2) in anyinvestigation of I -afayette’s 
motivations look for his “father-image” of Washington. 

If the biographer in the instance under consideration above were 
not in the school of limited generalization but were prepared to be 
among th e bolder generalizes, h e might come fairly close to using the 
general concept o f social role that Metzger (pp. 90-94) and Cochran 
(pp. 103-10) deal with in their articles above. He might go so far as 
to say: “In any investigation of any revolution, past or to come, con¬ 
sider the possibility that the role of a leader may at times be deliber¬ 
ately or siihconsr iohsiy patterned, bv both his internal drives and the 
expectations of those about him, after that of an admired leader of an 
earlier revolution.” A truism? Perhaps, but so are many of the more 
familiar “laws” of physics and the social sciences (Newton’s, Boyle’s, 
Gresham’s, for example), for today’s truisms sometimes are only con - 
vincing and well-known articulations of once unarticulated inklings- • 


“whafolt was thought, but ne’er so well expressed^’ Generalization 


from a singfemstance : 1 VciC but a generalizatio n from a singTe instanc e 
-is-Ttorhecessanly wrong and, if properly quallticcl in the light of fur ¬ 
ther instances, imav well prove to be right for any number of instances, 
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ge f neraIizati ° n Can > of course > ^ made also-and perhaps just 
eXpenenCe and observation, without Liy 

to hkl? ^ fhlSt0r> ? m that case ir ma y be tested by its applicability 
to historical events, becoming more convincing or being made more 

precise or being discarded altogether as it is respectively Corroborated 
conditioned, or found wanting by applicable events in the past. 

1S n ° reas °o why the maxims of a La Rochefoucauld or any 

«tuv“ Wmer t c r- di <p - 75 ab °->. 

equally useful as sources of historical insight. Like proverbs the 

ThCmsCCf ri P iT G u dUre ^ articulate the folk ex P e tience. 
loS f f u 6 7 t0 haVC value ’ as Nichols insists (p 141 be- 
tiZ ’jl? f ° r thC , StUd [ ed S eneral izations of historians. But until 

conditioned ^ 1S ’ CarefulIy checked and strictly 

r^nd L a T,' COm P anson with the verifiable experience 

aphi Id y L tte m g ? StS ( PP‘ 171 ~ 72 below)—maxims, 
aphorisms, and proverbs are likely to be not only too general but also 

Crir/ 0 be u USeful k t0 either the historian or the layman 
Wdfs g ln i teadun gs of history. The fables of Carolyn 

Its of i br ° th f S ° r ^ ^ farmerS 0r her —1 otter 

AbseS^Z £°H P r ' hc Proth "’ “™s » teaches that 
of Mind”- or^TV Gr T Fonder ’ and that 0ut ofSi ght is Out 
Two Inrhe R P™ LPf t£aches that a Bird In The Hand is worth 
F ki Bu f h ’ and The Patlent Waiter Is No Loser 7 ’* or “This 

able teaches that a Rolling Stone Gathers No Moss and a Setting 

pZSZkZ/T ’’- B “ folk ?“““ ” d £ 5: 55 

B • y good starting points for the historian—loose generali¬ 
zations to be tightened and refined or discarded. g 

roles offeZ” T“!° 8 “ g ° “ f ” about the 

roles of leaders in a revolution, he would no longer belong in the school 

V 00 *" *“ a co mpm g ti re “ 

^ S to toe h , ^ 4 ab °'' e) 01 a nomot b e tic historian 

(belonging toe school numbered S above). But let us not overlook 

Whgnalis, P ’ tbrlo Furl: & 

J!, 1 14, atog ' iliflfd toAfto 72 ;.£lir' ,feld »r>by Finley <P- 
as plausible exactly the ODDosite of ft, Cc f WK ?‘ sense reader into accepting 
by careful invesrigarion. ^ ^ he shows to been prove/truf 
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school No. 3, the interpretative school, those historians who, while 
trying to provide a hypothesi s that will ex pIaiiLmnchjo^^ 
tO Tapply irdnly to a trend or tendency w^ 
events without pronouncing upon its applicability to other events of 
'tEe past and still less to future events. Weber’s thesis concerning the J 
Protestant ethic, Pirenne’s concerning medieval disruption, Mahan’s J 
concerning naval warfare, Turner’s concerning the American frontier, 
Beard’s concerning the American constitution, and Becker’s concern- t 
ing the heavenly city of the eighteenth-century philosophers are well- 
known examples of theories based on such trends. When offered in 
the spirit of Pirenne, they are tentative, intended only to suggest fur¬ 
ther investigation: “Every effort at synthesis,” said Pirenne, “how¬ 
ever premature it may seem, cannot fail to react usefully on investiga¬ 
tions, provided one offers it in all frankness for what it is.” 5 The 
extent to which the Weber, Pirenne, Mahan, Turner, Beard, and Beck¬ 
er theses are still fighting symbols around or against which historians 
rally and fight leads to the patent historiographical generalization that 
historians are at least as much interested in syntheses that explain 
possibly interrelated events as they are in portrayals of the unique. 


If a historian were an interpretative historian—that is, one con¬ 
cerned with deriving a theory that would provide a synthesis of inter¬ 
related events of the past—even though he based his study on a single 
and unique historical figure like Lafayette, he might venture the hy¬ 
pothesis that the revolutions of the late eighteenth and early nine¬ 
teenth centuries were a chain of revolutionary interactions regardless 
of whether they were in the Eastern or the Western Hemisphere, 
eastern or western Europe, North or South America (which is, in fact, 
a thesis that Acton, Fay, and Momet suggested long before I exam¬ 
ined it in part and which Palmer has more fully developed in the'book 
some of whose general assumptions and conclusions he discusses in 
his paper above). 6 This sort of synthesis perhaps suggests itself by the 

6 Quoted by James L. Cate, “Henri Pirenne, 1862-193 5,” in Some 10th Century 
Historians , ed. S. William Halperin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 

p. 28 . 

6 Lord Acton, Lectures on the French Revolution (London: Macmillan, 1910), pp. 
20-38; Bernard Fay, Vesprit revolutionnaire en France et aux Etats-Unis a la fin du 
XVIII 6 siecle (Paris: Champion, 1925); Daniel Momet, Origines intellectuelles de la 
Revolution franc aise, 1715-1787{ Paris: Colin, 1933), pp. 389-99; Louis Gottschalk, 
The Place of the American Revolution in the Causal Pattern of the French Revolution 
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FWey - ^ !3) , calls >»taionaIim.” Sooner or Ians, 
Thoogh s „o -w hes .. 

Ssriir cau t m_nKs ' te re ^ ed o” «f kSd b“i e 

sibilitv nfrh* K* 1 ^ raS ^f. r tfiem venture to examine the pos- 

b^fstbi^TJV^f “? a ” OT! - “ d -ta it it likely „ 
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,eZ°fa£ r T°" m 7 Iaimi W “ ld - This poom it no, 
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c „"*'7 X taiogons, in which cat. that historian £J 

1 bered t aboye). ™ * ° d “ “ m P arat,vc school (the one nnm- 

j intentiad 7 bl .f° rlcai s >' nr hetes, no matter what their authors’ 
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better world only if they substitute one set of articles of faith for an¬ 
other? 

Theses like these, I believe, are more often initiallYjkm sdA 
th eir authors' perso naTlixf^^ cogitation and book 

learning) than from the stud y of purely historic al data. Once derived, 
however. they may be tes ted and.g ken.pXficisjm bylmaie d applies!;., , 
tion of them to vicarious episodes or circumstances. 7 While the dignity 
of historiography may perhaps dwindle in such a mental process, the 
vali dity of the generalizations so derived and tested jnayTe^ e nh ai icedL^ 
Yet, whether suggested by purely historical data or by relevant ob¬ 
servations in the historian’s personal life, the principles upon which an 
interpretative historical synthesis is based may, if valid at all, be valid 
mutatis mutandis for more than the data to which the historian qua his¬ 
torian has applied it. The major significance of such a synthesis lies, 
of course, in whether and to what an extent it may be valid rather than 
in how it is derived. Addressing themselves to this major problem, 
Metzger (pp. 99-101 above), Nichols (pp. 141-44) and Aydelotte 
(pp. 172-77), among others, suggest ways of refi ning or testing his- 
torical generalizations so that tlieymay be more stringentlyappli cable 
if dnlyTonBre^rt^ 


We come now to the nomothetic historians, those who candidly 
seek, by drawing historical parallels, delineating regularities of past 
behavior, or extrapolating sequences of past events into the future, to 
derive from history abiding lessons or laws of universal behavior or, 
at least, some basis for prediction or possible control of future behav¬ 
ior. To the extent that these historians examine seemingly comparable 
sets of past events, they belong also in category No. 4, the comparative 
school of historians. A distinction must be made between two kinds of 
historians who venture upon universals . One kind limit themselves to_ 
probing for generally applicable lessons or rules that the examination 
of well^d^iedandImcw^^^pf^ep astnmyteach aboutinter - 
YelateJeraiits oTtJie 

unknown, purely conjectural, feared, or hoped for. ^TEeoHiSTam 
propound cosmic philosop hy of history t hat have aH e ofepcafrrr 
eschatological coloration. The former include students oflustory like 
Machiavelli, who *Sa3nme3 political behavior of the past in order to 


7 See my “The Historian's Use of Generalization," pp. 442-45. 
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derive lessons (or, perhaps more accurately, to bolster convictions 
otherwise derived) for the conduct of the rulers of Italy, and Montes- 
qmeu, who examined the history of various kinds of governments in 
order to discover (or, perhaps more accurately, to argue for his pre¬ 
conception of) the national character and institutions necessary for the 
perpetuation of the French monarchy. The cosmic philosophers in- 
cu e Augustine, Joachim of Floris, Condorcet, Hegel, Marx, and 
numerous other historians or users of history interested in the over-all 
course and the end-product of the historical process. 

The latter school, the propounders of panoramic ideologies or his¬ 
torical determinisms form the category numbered 6 above, the phi¬ 
losophers of history. Aydelotte speaks (pp. 154-56 below) about 
some modem masters of this school. I deliberately choose to deal with 
it on y in passing on the ground that its practitioners are more or less 
consciously special pleaders, belonging to the disciplines of theology, 

1 1 y* political speculatiomrather.thamto-that-ofhistory'as a 

pranch of learning, no matter how well they uselilstoHcariarowTedge 

I ind no matter how much' more important they may be to the world 
fhan academic historians. The tests of their hypotheses are not con¬ 
formance with historical evidence an<| plausibility or probability 
alone; they require other standards than/ or in addition to, the canons 
of histoncal rnvestrgation and other kinds .of convictions than those 
derived from historical research and tight inference"from testimony. 
fu t S eve y°” e knows- these all-pervasive interpretations of history 
/ have been the fountainheads of some productive streams of historical 
investigations aimed at proving or disproving them. 

The nomothetic historians (category No. 5 ) concerned the Com¬ 
mittee more than did the philosophers (category No. 6 ). The histor¬ 
ian who speciahzes in a more or less well-defined field of history 
may himself detect phenomena recurring or presumed to recur from 
tune to time or from place to place. Most often, however, they are pre¬ 
sented to him as ready-made labels—such as (to borrow examples from 
r ! g ^ 1 a one ) feuda lism, Caesars, baroque, “the dynastic 

^ Cl£ ' , Cj ass.ficatory” or “labeling general izations, as Finley (p. 
21) and Wight (p. 36), respectively, call them, whether or not re¬ 
current, are or can be themselves categorized in wavs that derive from 
the very nature of historical evidence. - 

The nature of first-hand verbal testimony and vestigial artifacts (as 
stingmshed from hearsay, judgments, or inferences) is such that they 
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can bear direct witness only to four things— ■who^doing what, wh ere, 

Ird when. Except to the extent that they are .reyiaIfi3A.s_ motives^ or” 
irrftaesies'by introspective autobiography and revealed or betrayed by 
^tward manifestations that fit into some general pattern, answers to 
why'ini with whet cmequenca-Apamcs a nd effects4-ca n only be 
infmed but ca nnot be directly withesse'dT And Tuna can be witnessed^ _ 
(E^mlyinsofar as the relevant testimony applies tQ processes— 
relatively simple means and operations -that can be subsumed under 
iom what * If we try only to answer the four questions im plied In 
who,l^Swhat~ r where 1 and 'when (and, for the moment at least,, leaye 
causality and process out of consideration), we may more or le&SuQtfc.- 
iectively classify historiographical labels i nto four, though of ten ovcr~ 
lapping, kinds. I shall specify an d the n illustrate each k ind.bv.example 
rtennoned'in'ohedrmore oTtKeTrucles comprising this report; (1) bi¬ 
ographical entities or aggregates that answer the question who?—e.g., 
Athenian individualists, “bad-last rulers,” constituted bodies, and ur¬ 
ban, educated American southerners; (2) gr oup behavior or activi- 
ties that answer the question doing w hatT ei^a^ng..m.CfiKOhl- 
tion, waterwdrlts "bureaucracy, n Achievement, slavery, and social 
role- (3) geographical interrelations that answer the question where? 
—e.g., in the Central Kingdom, classical Rome, Atlantic Civilization, 
nineteenth-century England; and (4) chronologicalinterrelations^or 
periodizations, that answer the question' when?- '-e.g. 'TnlKe’rcrgnoT 
Justinian, the Tang Dynasty, the age of the democratic revolution, 
the American Civil War. The chances of overlapping among these 
four kinds of labels or classifications are obvious; almost every one 
of the examples given under any one of them could easily be fitted 
into the other three, though sometimes only with additional specifica¬ 
tions. In sum, any historical datum may j»nd freque ntly mus ^ fit rnto- 
allof four kinds of classification - biographicaC behavior al, ge ograph y 
caT, and chronological and it would be a rare datum for which classi¬ 
fications undcr'all four headings would not be easily available in rela¬ 
tively conventional labels. 

The historian’s problem, it would seem therefore, seldom is the 
paucity of ready-made labels or classifications, even when he eschews 
the problem of causality, but rather rhe accuracy and fittingness of the 

8 For an indication of some of the historian’s problems in dealing with the prob- 

lem of causation and explanation see the article by Potter below, especially pp, 17 /- 
83; also MeyerhofF as quoted above (pp* vi vii, n* 2). 
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available ones. If he is interested in causality, process, anff£scpl anat j 0 
the same holds true for general laws, perhaps^vfortiori. Every artic 
p -submitted to the Committee is more or less a^owedlyucdncerned wii 
/ the problem of accuracy of generalization—a facFwhich suggests th; 
I at least some historians, whichever of the above six schools they m a 
I . prefer, agree that one of the major func tions of the historian is to e' 
amine and confirm, to modify or refine, 'and to~use~oTrqpu a S t e tj 
concepts^whether labels or laws) that come to him r eady-ma3eT^ 
"concepts come from many sources—from primary historicaltnatgrij 
( e -g-> “the bad-last ruler”) or secondary historical material 9 (eg 
slave ’ and “division of labor” as applied to ancient Greece); frot 
the philosophy of history (e.g., “geographical determinism” am 
“class struggle”) or the history of art (e.g., “the baroque period”) 
from anthropology (e.g., “culture diffusion” or “kinship”) or sociol 
ogy (e-g., “n Achievement”) or psychology (e.g., “social role") 01 
economics (e.g., “price curve” and “business cycle”) or any other oi 
the social disciplines that exploit historical data; from the cliches oi 
his own day (e.g., “national character” and “capitalist class”) or the 
distilled wisdom of his most talented contemporaries (e.g. “inferior¬ 
ity complex ’ or “challenge and response’’). 

thCn ’ ? at man7> if n0t most ’ of the generalizations 
that historians intentionally venture take the form of refinements of 

those he has encountered in the course of his own experience whether 
in his capacity of professional historian or in that of educated layman 
whether personally or vicariously. Finley, Wright, Bodde and 

SfAvdT 1 ^ Tv 3 Car f Ul SCmantic anaIysis of the «rms in- 

olved’ Aydelotte and Potter by describing the need for strict and 
systematic examination of the things historians talk about; Nichols 

prem?o«d TlT TT” ° f ^ ° f ^ eraI in **" 

meST h J by 3Skin ^ for the a Pphcation of quantitative 
mediods where feasible-each has indicated some of the steps bv 

with them o t ™ Can 111 some ins tances be obtained. And along 

ortsfrefe!d a co; 5 ’T ^ SC ™ ni - d ^ -or! 

deism PtS WlA Varyi ^ de S rees of receptivity or skep- 

JLtzX oft r * not “ 

but seek, sometimes unawares, to 

«»»'^'“WNichol, ( PP . liw , ^ « A « gen „ l0|yrfgcnenJii . 
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derive additional ones that are at least partly original. In the course of f 
a few weeks in January, 1961, preparatory to writing the first draft! 
of this article (and with no effort to read especially appropriate litera¬ 
ture, though with special attention to the problem here under discus¬ 
sion) I gathered the following generalizations having some claim to 
originality and avowedly based on an examination of history: 

A. “A politically satisfi ed populace might well accept an administration less 
than perfect whereas a politically dissatisfied o ne could always find fault 
with even the most laudable intentions.” 10 

B. “. . . wherever a European state which is no t now free m ay gain or regain ^44 ^ 

political freedom, there the parliamentary system of government is sure to 

be established.” 11 

C. “And history is witness again and again that size and prestige have no 
fixed correlation. Indeed, its first lesson is that true prestige has always 
been the product not so much of genuine power as of genuine excellence.” 12 

D. “It seems far more probable [than an explanation in racial terms—Celtic 
and Germanic] that geographical factors determined the kind of settle¬ 
ment the peasants [of medieval Europe] made.” 13 

E. “The religious art of all peoples and periods has always been the expres¬ 
sion in visual form of their belief in unseen supernatural powers governing 
their lives and destinies.” 14 

F. “But the driving force behind the innovations in outlook and methods of 
these European scientists [of the seventeenth century] came in no small 
degree from the immense confidence they possessed in the powers of the 
mind to find truths concerning the universe which was then almost univer¬ 
sally believed by learned Europeans to be the creation of God, as Christ 
had revealed him.” 15 

These six generalizations are not of the same kind: some are by his¬ 
torians, others by persons in other disciplines using historical data; 

10 Arthur G. Haas, “Metternich, Reorganization and Nationality, 1813-1818” 

(Ph.D. diss.. University of Chicago, 1961). 

11 R. K. Gooch, Parliamentary Government in France: Revolutionary Origins, 

1789-1791 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1960), pp. 1-2. 

12 Barbara Ward, “The Highest Resolve—True Prestige,” New YorkTimesMag¬ 
azine (Jan. 1, 1961), p. 37. 

13 Jerome Blum, The European Peasantry from the Fifteenth to the Nineteenth Cen¬ 
tury (Washington: Service Center for Teachers of History, 1960), p. 3. 

14 Benjamin Rowland, “Religious Art East and West,” in the papers submitted 
for the Second Conference of the Frank L. Weil Institute for Studies in Religion 
and the Humanities (manuscript; Cincinnati, 1961). 

15 J. U. Nef, “Can There Be a New Christian View of History?” ibid. 
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K. r Tt,T 3b0Ut hist0ric ^\^ delusively, others on the basis of his- 
1 data mean P nman] y r » lay down norms for prediction. All of 
them however, aremtendedm have universal validity, for, to recast 

Hn P n <T V 7 madc? e ; e , n 

wh; h rdigl0US 2X1 ° f the past ’ the y Ia y down gerierirfactorsTiy - 
wfoch mstitutions or art may be affected (and understood)' indie 

° r DOt ?T g “ eraIizations are valid (and doubts readily 
arise about some of them), they seem to shed light on how their 
authors arrived at them. Some of them may well hfve come by out- 

ImUr 1 ^ dS0 p0SSiWe that others originally 

to the author^ 6 1 ° stance or a g rou P op instances which came 

eltlni nG °? m atter whether directly through personal 

in?S! ° r V1Ca ?° US ! y thrOUgh his stud Y of history) and then, hav- 

co ™ pared w ith similar historical instances and having been 

knetii q , f ° ^ 311 ^ rdevant instances of which he 
foiSoT? rT 28 2 g r ralizad0n ^ <*** past implicit- 
foe ™ 7 ’ P ° tentlaUy applicable aIso in future wherever 

Aesame conditions may prevail. Reasoned bets and other “calculated 

zanfom ,C r 1 “ als ° haVe vaMt r in generali- 

ser ? i?r/ aUSa ?; At any rate > in the few attempts I have made 
senously and avowedly to propound a generalization about causes I 

have pnxieeded that way. For example, I once tried to analyze the 
causes of revolution. Beginning with the revolution that I knei best, 

and^r U 1 derived for * a set of causes (in eclectic 

man? « Ti ^ su SS estions ^ had come to me from 

tionfnf 0 ”?!’ ! tCSted 1,16111 agahst the cause s of other revolu- 
“:* d . ? T CW > ca togorizing, qualifying, hedging, and shaping 

^ b?T in in ’ aS 1 WCnt fr ° m revolution “ revolution 

causes inprinS t0 ^ “ interreIated set of 

differtni Vi0US - that L SamC hist ° rian Can beIon o « one time or at 
different times in more than one of the schools described above. For 

bier °^ n Part ’ ave tried to be editor-compiler, narrative-descriptive 
taomn, mterpretanve historian, comparative historian, and nomL 

pa^STi L < IM ?'« A - 
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thetic historian, and I make no promise not to engage at some future 
time, if I should think I have anything worth saying, on some philo¬ 
sophic explanation of all history. The world has room and the profes¬ 
sion has need for all kinds of historians. 17 

17 Letter of Professor MeyerhofF to the author, July 26, 1961: “What kind of 
generalization is this report dealing with? (1) Generalizations derived from non- 
historical disciplines: common sense or the sciences, both natural and human, or 
(2) generalizations which are characteristically and specifically historical? This 
distinction, I think, undercuts your ‘categories.’ . . .” If, as some philosophers 
maintain, there are no characteristically and specifically historical generalizations 
(see pp. vi—vii, n. 2 above), then, MeyerhofF continues, “the only problem would be 
to discuss (a) how far the historian must (or should) go in falling back upon these 
non-historical disciplines ... or (b) how far the historian is (and must be) limited 
in this respect because he is always falling back upon common sense assumptions 
and truisms.” But, MeyerhofF adds, “on the other hand there is the view, chiefly 
held by the comparative and speculative students of history, according to which it 
is possible to formulate characteristically and specifically historical generaliza¬ 
tions—even though these generalizations do not satisfy the standards set by a 
quantitative or statistical analysis. Advocates of this view would fall into your 
categories 4, 5, and 6 (possibly 3).” 

Farther on MeyerhofF adds: “A statement such as ‘Ideas follow trade routes’ 
or ‘Economic depressions produce a revolutionary situation’—whether true or 
false—is (or presumes to be) a genuine explanation in the logical sense. These are 
generalizations which explain the particular phenomenon, say, of a revolution by 
subsuming it under, or deriving it from, a general law. It is these explanations in 
terms of general laws which I think are of major concern for your project. ... It 
might be helpful to focus more specifically . .. upon this type of historical explana¬ 
tion and distinguish it more clearly from the . . . more spurious type which you 
call ‘labeling generalizations’ and which does not pose a specifically historical 
problem.” 




IX. The Genealogy of Historical 
Generalizations 

BY ROY F. NICHOLS 


The construction of historical generalizations is a cumula¬ 
tive process, leading to formulations that are often unstable and subjeci 
to frequent change. An understanding of the conditions determining 
this instability, which include a succession of creations, modifications* 
and eliminations, may contribute significantly to the historian’s pro¬ 
ficiency and effectiveness in practicing his intricate art. ^ 

The first historical account of any development or period may pre¬ 
sent facts and events in the form of generalizations, and subsequent 
generahzers tend to build on this foundation. In reality no historical 
generalization is ever wholly lost. The interpretations of a given epoch 
at different times, however, may evoke a series of generalizations 
which are the reverse of uniform and, in many cases, are conflicting. 
1 he passage of time and changes in environment and persons work to 
| produce this variety. Under changing circumstances generalizations 
t are modified not so much because new evidence is discovered as be- 
] cause new minds are at work in a different cultural atmosphere 
, home of these changes produce a succession of generalizations which 
bear a traceable relationship. In such a succession one generalization 
etermines another somewhat as the genes determine the characteris- 
°f ° CW blolo ^ cal generations. Therefore, generalizations can be 
“ e ^ nea] °g ies - This genealogical succession complicates the 

rn T^ g atIOm ’ and 3 clearer understanding of it is 
essential if the historian is to construct effectively a type of generaliza¬ 
tion which will have long life and more lasting validity. ? 

tratedW^r^* 13 f nealo ? icaI P rocess can be conveniently illus- 

Siv of^The s ' T?' T k ° f th£ fim C0mmittee on Historiogra- 

renor/rw la ip aenCe R ^ arch CoUnciL This committee in its 
report, Theory and Practice m Historical Study (New York 1946 ) nub- 

Sfe IT- Haveth atoutl 

a base for ftm-h V1 f ^ owar d K. Beale, which may be used as 
for farther analysis. The now rounding century of generaliza- 
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on regarding the American Civil War reveals certain characteristics 
f the cumulative process of historical generalization. 

Generalizations about the Civil War began with the clash of arms. 
Lt the primary stage of the conflict official spokesmen, reporters, and 
articipants for one reason or another felt called upon to account for 
ffiat was happening or had happened. The first to give utterance to 
ich accounts were political leaders rallying the contending communi- 
es to their respective causes. Their generalizations were later to have 
articular historical significance because of the men who made them, 
"he Federal government had a superb spokesman in the person of 
resident Abraham Lincoln, whose words became immortal. Jefferson 
)avis, his Confederate counterpart, was an able interpreter, but his 
tterances were never to receive anything like such acclaim. Lincoln 
tid the foundation of generalization when in his first message he re¬ 
ared to the conflict as both a “giant insurrection” and a “rebellion,” 
struggle “to preserve the Union against those who would destroy it 
id to maintain in the world a government whose leading object was to 
Levate the condition of men.” Shortly before this, Senator Stephen A. 
)ouglas, out on the stump rallying the nation to its defense, declared 
le war to be the “result of an enormous conspiracy formed ... by 
le leaders in the Southern Confederacy more than twelve months 
go.” President Davis, in contrast, reported to the Confederate Con- 
ress that the contest was a fight “for our common defense against the 
nprovoked war of aggression,” a cause “just and holy” for “honor 
id independence.” It was, he said, the result of a “persistent and 
rganized system of hostile measures against the rights of Southern- 
rs,” of the “determination of the North to gain control,” of the “in- 
istence upon the absolute right of the majority to rule and to maintain 
theatre of agitation and aggression against Southern rights.” State- 
lents by officials of such stature established the basis for what may be 
ailed that “tyranny of initial formulation” from which historians 
eldom entirely free themselves. 

A second group that contributed generalizations at this primary 
tage were journalists and other writers who began their reporting 
nth the outburst of gunfire. Right after the First Battle of Bull Run 
ley commenced their work. The initial fruits of their labors came 
rom the pen of Orville J. Victor, the inventor of the dime novel, who 
worked for the publisher Erastus D. Beadle. They put to use the idea 
f the cheap paperback as a means of reporting the conflict. Victor 
egan immediately after Bull Run to write what he called The History , 
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in large part by the immediate outcome of the conflict. The Union 
forces won, and the Republic was restored. The fact of victory in¬ 
evitably invited a moral implication. Righteousness had triumphed. 
Not only had a good, the Union, been preserved but evils, slavery and 
the so-called right of secession, had been destroyed/The contending 
forces were likewise identified with moral tags.AVicked Southern 
conspirators had plotted destruction of a superior government. This 
treasonable combination had been resisted by a valiant host aroused to 
defend the right. Northern patriots had flocked to the colors to crush 
rebellion and had brought traitors to book. This interpretation was 
written into the canon of American history within a quarter of a 
century after 1865. 

To this judgment certain of the defeated entered a caveat, develop¬ 
ing a romantic counter theory of the Lost Cause. To them the culture 
of the South had been a way of life based upon a concept as old and 
hallowed as the Athenian democracy with its slave base, though 
smeared by hypocritical Harriet Beecher Stowes. The chivalrous ef¬ 
forts to maintain it had been frustrated by superior numbers of mate¬ 
rialistic philistines who could not appreciate a higher civilization. The 
war had, therefore, been a brave struggle to preserve cherished consti¬ 
tutional rights and liberties against the greedy aggression of jealous 
Northern politicians. 

These generalizations obviously formulated not one history but 
two, one Union and the other Confederate—which produced a para¬ 
dox. The purposes of both sides were described as idealistic and, to a 
certain extent, identical—that is, insofar as they were both dictated by 
a determination to defend constitutional rights. Each side was contend¬ 
ing for “liberty” to enjoy its “rights.” The Union was fighting to 
preserve the “rule of the majority.” The South was fighting to protect 
the rights of the minority, the constitutional rights of the states. 
Notthera historians rejoiced in the victory of righteousness. Southern 
commentators admitted defeat in arms but not in ideals; the “Lost 
Cause” would someday be regained. Some few, applying a greater 
amount of critical observation, wrote of the contest as one which 
might have been avoided; to them it was a “needless war. The latter 
historians were generally Southerners or Democrats or both. 

Writers such as those of the three groups described above represent 
types which inevitably appear at a time of historical crisis, and their 
work provides the first stage of generalization about that crisis. This 
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stage develops within twenty or thirty years after the event and is 
formulated by participants in it, whose immediate acts, observations, 
and emotions dominate their thinking. This first stage of generaliza- 
tion is followed by a second. 

The contributors to the second stage are not observers or partici¬ 
pants. They are of a new generation, coming forward after the record, 
m a sense, has been made available. This generation, brought up in the 
atmosphere of the event, has been affected by it but has taken little if 
any part in it. They probably, therefore, will approach the task with 
greater detachment even though the views of each of them must in 
general be largely dominated by his cultural situation. These men and 
women must make a selection from the mass of source material mobil¬ 
ized for them by those who labored in the primary phase. The sources 
of the second generation are the accounts prepared or the documents 
preserved by the first generation. 

The historians in this second stage of generalization on the Ameri¬ 
can Civil War did most of their significant work between 1885 and 
1910. They were stimulated to greater objectivity and selectivity not 
only by the very mass of the record but also by advances in technique 
which were now at their disposal. In the preceding decades a concept 
of scientific history had been developed in the graduate schools of 
American universities, just coming into being. Rules carefully formu¬ 
lated regarding the critical use of evidence were taught in specially 
organized seminars to candidates writing theses for the degree of Doc¬ 
tor of Philosophy by faculty members themselves actively engaged in 
research and writing. Historical journals were at the same time grow¬ 
ing m number and providing vehicles for communicating the work of 
the new scholars. Wealthy amateurs as well as trained professionals 
were busily occupied in historical research. Amateurs like James 
ochouler and James Ford Rhodes, together with John William Burgess 
and John Bach McMaster in the universities, were setting a new pat- 
tern of writing and incidentally of generalization. 

These writers and their disciples sought to apply rules of criticism, 
to discover facts, and to tell a complete story, often in great detail. 

1 hey were men of scholarly interests, even when they themselves had 
not had the framing they were giving their students. They were com¬ 
pelled to be critical, because often conflicting accounts and much more 
detail than they could use were available. They had to be selective as 
well as critical; they had to exercise judgment. Their generalizations, 
however, were usually simple and did not depart very radically from 
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those formulated in the primary phase. To Rhodes, for instance, al¬ 
though he substituted the designation “Civil War” for “Rebellion,” 
slavery was still its sole cause and the war was, therefore, not the 
product of a conspiracy but the natural consequence of the sectional 
concentration of this evil institution. These authors’ attention (except 
in the case of McMaster) was almost exclusively devoted to military 
and political events and sequences. The struggle was interpreted from 
the Union point of view. The Confederacy was held to be an unfor¬ 
tunate error, its government inept and its president bumbling. Except 
in a few instances, sympathy for the South among Northern scholars 
and other writers did not emerge in this age, while Southem-bom his¬ 
torians, such as Woodrow Wilson, William Garrott Brown, William 
E. Dodd, and John Spencer Bassett, leaned over backward to keep 
their sectionalism from showing, and with reasonable success. The 
historians in this stage produced a full and comprehensive narrative 
dominated by generalizations which they hoped would be “defini¬ 
tive,” a term dearly loved by these “scientific” historians. This second 
stage of historiographical generalization may, indeed, be described as a 
search for the definitive. 

A third stage of generalization starts when an extensive and inclu¬ 
sive narrative has been scientifically established. (In the case of the 
American Civil War it came after the First World War.) At this point, 
approximately half a century after the event, more sophisticated schol¬ 
ars begin to explore new paths of interpretation. They ponder the 
canons of history previously established and find new meanings. 
Earlier generalizations may be revived and given fresh prominence, but 
broader and more abstract concepts also are set forth. This process 
becomes cumulative; it is never static, and it never ends. This third 
stage is a period of revision. Some sacred cows are slaughtered and 
what is known as “debunking” appears. 

At this stage in the reconsideration of the history of the Civil War 
many judgments were revised, and even Lincoln was dragged from his 
lofty shrine. Scholars were no longer satisfied with such interpretative 
concepts as “rebellion,” “conspiracy,” “lost cause,” and the like. To 
them human behavior was understood to be more complex, motives 
more mixed, causes more intricate, meanings more elusive. To them 
impersonal forces seemed at work but not always obviously. Men 
were more often considered as unconscious instruments than as direct¬ 
ing agents. Their actions were neither to be praised nor blamed. 
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neither defended nor justified; they were to be understood and some¬ 
times “exposed.” The conceptualist dedicated himself to the task of 
making this understanding possible and sought new generalizations 
through which to communicate his new understanding. Certain ex 
amples may be cited. g 

Frederick Jackson Turner in the course of his thinking on the sig¬ 
nificance of the frontier saw a new dimension in the Civil War. He 
defined a more complex sectionalism: the West as well as the North 
and the South must be reckoned with. This new section had developed 
with great speed during the nineteenth century. It was demanding a 
place in the sun of national politics, and much of the strife between 
North and South was sparked by rivalry over control of the institu¬ 
tional pattern of the West. A complex variety of folkways in a series 
of sections and subsections did much to condition the conflict. 

Edward Charming conceived of the struggle as a phase of evolving 
nationalism. The growing nation’s aims were ambiguous: Which defi¬ 
nition of aims should prevail, that of the North or that of the South? 
VVhen the South concluded that its definition was doomed, it deter¬ 
mined to follow the example of the colonies in 1776 and work out its 
own destiny. The Civil War to Channing was a War for Southern 
Independence, a war to ensure to the South freedom to org anic a 
nation after its own design, free from the implications of Northern 
definition. 

Charles and Mary Beard in their writings during this third stage 
thought more in economic terms. Northern capitalists and enterprising 
developers in their eyes were seeking to take control from the South¬ 
ern agrarians, who had been in control since the adoption of the Con¬ 
stitution. Northern interests wanted to be free from the Southern veto, 
free to secure the protection and the subsidies which they so much 
desired and to develop the national wealth. The Beards characterized 
the struggle as a Second American Revolution, a revolt against the 
rule of the South. 

A concept of wider acceptance than those just cited was suggested 
by an ante-bellum tag made popular by William H. Seward. He had 
spoken of an “irrepressible conflict” between slavery and freedom. 
Now, in order to give emphasis to the concept of a contest determined 
u^! mp T erSOnal forces ’ various interpreters wrote of the Civil War as 
The Irrepressible Conflict.” This designation emphasized man’s 
helplessness m the grip of such forces. He was their victim. Conflict 
could not have been avoided, and the fact should be recognized. 
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Such a generalization offered scholars an opportunity so tempting 
that quite a few embraced it. In this era of conceptual probing, under 
something of a Hegelian inspiration they advanced the idea of a 
“Repressive Conflict.” Ulrich Phillips and Avery Craven were prom¬ 
inent in this school of thought. As the South improved its educational 
system and its universities flowered, its scholars and publicists devel¬ 
oped a school of Southern apologetics proclaiming new truth. Slavery, 
they contended, had reached its limits in 1861, it was dying. Had there 
been a little more patience and consideration, the problem would have 
been solved without war. Greed, bad manners, and lies had so roused 
the passions of men that honor bound them to reach for the sword 
under the goading of slick Northern Machiavellis. If the Confederacy 
had had a little better luck or more men and guns, America would have 
been spared the robber barons and the world would now be a better 
place. To them the Civil War was needless, fought by a blundering 
generation. 

The South, in the midst of a literary renascence, fought and won a 
new war—on paper. Twelve “young” Southerners, united, “took their 
stand” in this third stage and declared that when the Confederacy fell, 
a fine and noble thing succumbed to philistine materialism, and the 
nation and the world were the poorer. Walter P. Vtfebb put forth the 
need of something like regional autonomy and advocated experiment 
therein. Inspired by excellent writing and impressed by cogent argu¬ 
ment, certain commentators began to speak of “The Lost Cause 
Regained.” 

During this phase of generalizing, certain other historians had lost 
their interest in delivering merely moral judgments. They wished also 
to understand dispassionately in order to be practically useful. Experi¬ 
ence in world war had provided them with a new motivation: War was 
evil, and history should teach men how to avoid it. Furthermore, they 
held that historians must rise above emotional paradoxes; they must 
reject the concept of two histories, one Northern and one Southern. 
Contrasting views like these must be fused into a larger conceptualiza¬ 
tion. 

At this point again new tools became available, and a fourth stage of 
generalization about the Civil War may be discerned. The increasing 
sophistication of social scientists made it possible for them to supply 
helpful concepts. The basic disciplines in this realm—anthropology, 
economics, political science, psychology, and sociology, together with 
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the cognate fields of psychiatry and geography—had always had some 
unite influence on historical thinking. Now, however, scholars in 
these areas were becoming more analytic and perceptive in their study 
of the behavioral sciences,” particularly in cultural anthropology, so¬ 
cial psychology, demography, and human ecology. Their knowledge 
of race, family, group dynamics, roles, and behavior of small groups 
contributed new skill to generalizing about the Civil War. Likewise, 
their better understanding of co-operation and competition and of the 
relation between personality and culture provided broader concepts to 
the historian who might choose to generalize about cultural conflict. 

1 he perils and exactions of the two world wars of this fourth period 
stimulated further insight. The concept of power straggle gained 
greater currency. A school of psychiatrically oriented political sci¬ 
entists contributed an analysis of democracy which emphasized the 
influence which the American pattern of frequent elections may have 
had upon emotions the reciprocal relation between frequent electoral 
choice and fear and ambition. Could anyone expect a “house divided” 
to stand? Under these influences the political contests which had so 
much to do with arousing emotions to fighting pitch might be viewed 
m terms of the operation of group dynamics, of role-playing and status- 

The new social-science concepts likewise opened the way for ex¬ 
ploring the nature of the conflict in the light of kinship conflict, leading 
some historians to revive the older concept of “The Brothers’ War” 
and follow its scientific implications. Conflict within a family is not 
the same as warfare between tribes and nations. In kinship conflict the 
fight is for control or security within the family, and there is desire 
neither to break up the old group nor to form a new one; independence 
is not really wanted. In the Civil War, according to this analogy, the 
mam motive of the South was to reform the United States and obtain 
therein an autonomous position of power and security. As the seces¬ 
sionists really did not want independence, their alleged determination 
to secure it did not galvanize them to the greatest effort. In fact, 
ambivalence and mixed motives weakened their drive and may accord¬ 
ingly have been a major factor in their defeat. Such reconsideration 
invited new generalizations. 

These concepts, fiirthermore, opened a whole new vista of gen¬ 
eralization in yet another direction. Much of historical thinking has 
been circumscribed by geographical, cultural, and particularly national 
limits. American thinking about civil war has been conditioned by its 
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cultural complex, by American nationalism or nationalisms, in a fash¬ 
ion pervasive and oppressive. But historians are becoming increasingly 
conscious of universal phenomena common in the analysis of behavior 
which is not trammeled by nationalism and which may be said to exist 
in a new realm. As the philosophers found metaphysics essential in 
their search for meaning, so historians are discovering an area of 
speculation which can be thought of as metanationalistic. 

Such historians as leap the barriers of nationalistic thinking and 
transcend cultural limitations 1 can enter a new phase of generalization, 
a conceptualization within the framework of universal history, and 
produce generalizations of a more comprehensive nature. This holds 
true for those studying the American Civil War. They can discover 
that that conflict was not unique, it was but one of a class of social 
wars which may occur anywhere in any epoch. Some such phenome¬ 
non, for one example, has been an element in the Anglo-American ex¬ 
perience about once in every century. At various times in the nine¬ 
teenth and twentieth centuries, to cite further examples, there has been 
the common phenomenon of national unification, generally including a 
phase of social war, notably in Germany, Italy, and the Dual Mon¬ 
archy. Similar struggles on the field of battle or over the negotiation 
table have resulted in division as well as unification, in such instances 
as the separation of Belgium from Holland and of Norway from Swe¬ 
den and as the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, the Russia of the tsars, 
and the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. There have been revolutions in 
Germany, the Balkans, Portugal, Spain, and China. The British Em¬ 
pire has become the British Commonwealth of Nations, and a process 
of separation is going on in Africa in various areas of British and 
French influence. The American Civil War was perhaps only an 
example of this type of metanationalistic action. 

There appears indeed to be a continuous process of cultural integra¬ 
tion and disintegration, marked by revolution, social wars, and other 
phenomena which are phases of a seemingly universal experience. 
Comparison of generalizations about each of these produces new gen¬ 
eralizations related to the history of cultural unity and particularly to 
the nature of the process which promotes, discourages, or destroys 
cultural unity. Answers to new general questions about civil war are 
constantly being sought. At what points are tensions likely to cause 
disruption? What means best promote unity? How can tension be re- 

1 See Robert Palmer, The Age of Democratic Revolution (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1959) and his article (pp. 66-75 above). 
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laxed? Is it true that the process of operating democratic government 
or any other kind of government invites disintegration? How can 
group hostility be overcome? Must internal conflicts and bloodlettings 
recur with a certain degree of regularity just as do international con¬ 
flicts? 

In the instance of the American Civil Wir was it inevitable that a 
democracy so huge and with such ecological and demographic diver¬ 
sity should develop so much social tension as to threaten its growing 
nationalism and in the course of this growth produce two incompatible 
patriotisms and two moralities? Did the armed conflict that ensued so 
mark the restored culture that it is still really two cultures, with cer¬ 
tain degrees of incompatibility? Is it true that dwellers in these two 
cultures have not yet been able to free themselves sufficiently from 
their birthright bias to generalize objectively? Or can the scholar by 
constructing a table of comparative Northern and Southern generaliza¬ 
tions achieve a balance of interpretation which may establish an objec¬ 
tive generalization? Can he compare generalizations relating to the 
American conflict with others formulated in regard to similar experi¬ 
ences outside American culture? With these comparisons in mind can 
he construct a calculus of generalization which will enable him to cor¬ 
rect for bias and produce a new series of more valid concepts? 

The historiography of the Civil War thus can be used to illustrate a 
process of generalization that may be applicable as a system of analy¬ 
sis. Regardless of what event, series of events, or epoch may be under 
consideration, generalization seems to pass through the phases de¬ 
scribed through two certainly, each about a quarter of a century in 
duration, and probably through two others that follow, each represent¬ 
ing (to date m the twentieth century) a type of conceptualization. One 
of these types of conceptualization is philosophical and theoretical, 
dominated by men and women of interpretive genius, such as Turner, 
Channing, and the Beards, or by lesser revisionists, and the other is 
formulated in terms of behavioral science with its more exact analysis 
of cultural limitations. Generalization thus advances from the simple 
to the increasingly complex. Events originally viewed as unique even- 
mally are discovered to have duplicates in other cultural patterns, 
formulations have changed from narrative descriptions, literary in 
character, to increasingly complex analyses of human behavior in the 
techmca! language of the most advanced findings of the social sciences. 

The process of generalization, in fact, never ceases. New variations 
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of old concepts are being constantly presented. Yet it is striking how 
persistent some of the initial concepts prove to be. It can be ventured 
that old generalizations never die, nor do they even fade away. Just as 
more perceptive formulations are constantly appearing, so old ones are 
repeated and ratified. Let us cite but one example—the comprehensive 
reconsideration of the Civil War projected by Allan Nevins in ten 
volumes. Though the six volumes of this work that have already ap¬ 
peared 2 present a wealth of new material and a much broader perspec¬ 
tive than earlier studies of such matters as he considers, Nevins’ basic 
generalizations maintain ground early taken. Slavery is still the cause, 
conspiracy the vehicle. He remains deliberately interested almost ex¬ 
clusively in the Northern phase and circumscribes his analysis within 
the limits of only one of the contending cultures. 

The sequence of historical interpretations, passing as it docs through 
identifiable stages, invites the formulation of a quasi-law for the ex¬ 
panding tendency toward generalization: the expansion tends to in¬ 
crease in direct proportion to the distance in time from the event itself. 
The rate of expansion, however, is frequently modified or limited by 
the persistence of past pronouncements. There is likewise a probabil¬ 
ity of recurrence at intervals, not regular, of various older formula¬ 
tions. The strength and frequency of these recurrences depend more 
on their emotional than on their logical attractiveness. The sequence of 
historical interpretations, as time passes, unfortunately becomes more 
confused by the possibility of accidental or unpredictable develop¬ 
ments. Whereas the process during the first two generations of gen¬ 
eralization after an event is to a degree orderly, thereafter there may 
be confusion such as has developed in twentieth-century Civil War 
historiography. There it has been caused by the acceleration of social- 
science conceptualization. Many new generalizations have come from 
certain new social-science attitudes rather than from any compulsion 
caused by mere temporal distance from the events. The perceptive his¬ 
torian will leave room for such accidents in his calculus. 

The reason for insisting on rigorous “genealogical” thinking, on 
thorough research in the history of a given generalization, is that one 
of the few means which the historian has of judging the probable de¬ 
gree of validity of a generalization is to examine its age and the degree 
to which it has stood the scrutiny of succeeding generations. But this is 

2 Ordeal of the Union (2 vols.; New York: Scribner’s, 1947), Emergence of Lincoln 
(2 vols.; New York: Scribner’s, 1950), War for the Union (2 vols.; New York: 
Scribner’s, 1959-60). 
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no infallible criterion. The age of an idea may well provide a measure 
of its truth, but long life may indicate only respectability—i.e. that 
the generalization is acceptable to a particular culture. Such respecta¬ 
bility does not necessarily insure truth, but it may supply a presume- 
tion to be tested. ^ ^ 

The understanding and use of the genealogy of the changing con¬ 
structs that help to shape a historian’s thought thus may gready in¬ 
crease his capacity to discover the meanings which he seeks. But this 
genealogical method is a sophisticated technique, and many a historian 
is either ignorant of it or persuades himself that it is superfluous The 
reason for this neglect is that many historians can be satisfied with a 
definition of their responsibilities and with techniques which have lim¬ 
its unfortunately narrow. All historians are prone to read primary and 
secondary sources. Some interview participants in the events they deal 
with. All who interview ask questions; some who read likewise ask 
questions of what they read. On the other hand, there are those who 
ask no questions at all but propose to let the sources tell the story. 
They put their notes, generally transcripts, in a pile and let the pile 
dictate what they write. r 

As no historian can discuss everything and as, at times, sources are 
contradictory, scholars perforce add to their techniques those of selec¬ 
tion and criticism. But as the processes of selection and criticism have 
been refined by the advance of specialization and fragmentation which 
has marked the past century of historical scholarship, much of the 
more comprehensive meaning of history has been obscured and the 
historian’s power of generalization has been severely limited. The his¬ 
torian has perhaps become more and more fearful of using the instru¬ 
ment of generalization itself, let alone the insights contributed by 
knowledge of a generalizations genealogy. But if the writing of his¬ 
tory is to have its greatest significance and be more than a mere narra- 
tive o* events, it ought to attempt to communicate the meaning of what 
men have done. This meaning can be most effectively supplied only by 
the most carefolly constructed generalizations, which to be most com¬ 
prehensive require the conscious use of techniques of formulation, 
certain elements of which have been illustrated in the foregoing analy- 


Withm the framework of this analysis let us conclude with some 
generalizations regarding the process of generalization. The basic ele¬ 
ment in t is process is, of course, a critical and scientific search for 
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fact. But such a search will be guided, and its meaning conditioned to 
some extent, by insight, hunches, and flashes of inspiration. Some of 
the emerging interpretations will be susceptible of testing by critical 
methods; others, the product of dreams and prejudices, will be improv¬ 
able but may be suggestive and may often lead to new search and dis¬ 
coveries in the sources. Furthermore, the capacity of the historian to 
generalize depends upon such variables as his knowledge of his own re¬ 
lation to the work in hand, his life experience, his status in society, and 
his own psychological organization as an individual. The capacity to 
generalize, therefore, must be understood to vary with the historian, 
the effectiveness of his use of the process depending upon his self- 
knowledge. In view of this situation those using any generalization 
must acquire as much information as they can about its author if they 
are to form an adequate judgment about the validity of his construct. 

Finally, the capacity of the historian to make effective generaliza¬ 
tions depends in large part upon his skill in exploiting the genealogy of 
earlier generalizations. Whatever generalizations a historian derives 
he presents in the form of reports upon an explanation or interpretation 
or meaning which he has attained. These reports will subsequently 
arrest attention for varying lengths of time depending upon his skill of 
presentation or the cogency of his ideas. Many of such arrests of atten¬ 
tion may have only a limited justification and a short life. At the given 
point of time at which these subsequent arrests are communicated in 
the form of a book, an article, a lecture, or a conversation, they may 
establish a general meaning or explanation of the events considered. 
The historian who communicates such a generalization has made his¬ 
tory for someone besides himself. His generalization may not, how¬ 
ever, stand for long; it will stand only so long as it is unmodified, but 
modification is almost inevitable. Though certain generalizations have 
long life, countless others are ignored and some may even seem lost or 
dissipated by continuous modification. The fact is that anyone con¬ 
fronted by a generalization, even though he may not recognize it as 
such because he absorbs it without conscious thought, almost immedi¬ 
ately begins the process of generalization over again, bringing on new 
arrests of attention in his turn. 

One of the hazards which on occasion blocks the historian’s prog¬ 
ress is the temptation to omit consideration of what his predecessors 
have done. We teach, and righdy so, that the investigator should start 
with the sources and only from them proceed to generalize, if he gen¬ 
eralizes at all. Frequently, however, others have worked with the 
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same sources and have likewise generalized, though in another context 
of time and environment. If the latest generalizer does not give atten¬ 
tion to previous formulations and their reception, he may well miss 
implications which occurred to others nearer in time to the events in 
question but which he, because of his chronological distance, might not 
perceive. He ought to make a special effort to consider and judge these 
implications as well as his direct insights stimulated by study of the 
sources so that he can decide whether and which previous generaliza- 
tions should be part of his foundation or be disregarded as bare 
excrescences. The process of writing history merely by consulting the 
primary and original sources and omitting study of previous secondary 
treatments is like building a structure without an architectonic frame- 

work, merely by piling stones one upon the other. But history is not a 
1 pile of notes. 
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,X. Notes on the Problem of 
1 Historical Generalization 

BY WILLIAM O. AYDELOTTE 

The problem of historical generalization is slippery and 
evasive. If historicalgeneralizationsare, as they are often sakLtnhe, 
qualified, tentative, and difficult to substantiate, these reservations 
also apply, with perhaps even greater force because of the second 
degree of removal, to the generalizations about generalizations at¬ 
tempted m this collection of essays. A discussion of historical prin¬ 
ciples can easily degenerate into a mere statement of good intentions 
or into an arid didacticism that has little bearing on the concrete prob¬ 
lems of research. It seems especially presumptuous to try to pre- 
scribe for a field like history, since the practices and objectives of his¬ 
torians vary, 2ftd legitimately, with the field of study, the nature and 
quantity of the evidence available, the problems that seem important 
in a particular context, and the concerns and interests of individual 
historians. The subject has become to some extent a congeries of dif¬ 
ferent disciplines, and one might hesitate to dismiss peremptorily any 
one of them as unimportant. One cannot well say what “the historian” 
should do, fo t “th s hist^n” is a ferign.^ 

It is probably better, therefore, that anyone who discusses histori¬ 
cal generalizations should speak so far as possible frnm.hts.nran expe- _ . 
rience. My interest is in quantified or statistical research, and it is this 
concern that I shal l hav e chiefly in mind in the follo wing remarks. Th^ 
pro^^ailoE^tatistical gener alization, l ^we v^do not in essence dif^) 
fjgrj From t hose involved in other kinds of generalization s—m a stri ct 
sense~all generatizations~ aie siatisiical,~wlred !CT his is made explicit 
or not—and I hope that what I have to say about my own difficulties 
may bear on the problems of those who place a different emphasis in 
their research and that it may prove directly related to issues raised 
In some of the other essays in this volume. 

On the question of historical generalization some of the most acute 
modem historians have taken a very cautious position. Anyone who 
wis hes to maintain, a s I do, that such generalizations are both feasible 
and desirable mustTace impressive arguments that have been mar- , 
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shaled for the contrary opinion. Of these arguments I wish particularly 
to consider four: (1) that a “generalization” can take the form only 
of a general law, detachable from its context and applicable in all 
comparable situations and hence, because of the complexity of his¬ 
torical materials, entirely beyond the historian’s grasp; (2) th it no 
fin d proof can be g iven of any general statement because of the com¬ 
plexity ofHistoncal events, the limitations on the amount of informa¬ 
tion that can be recovered by the historian or digestecTby him, and the 
i nescapab jejias imp osed either by the historian’s own predilections 
orTy the assumptions of the societyIn which he fives; that. 'sThcdiil- 
toricaT generalizations cannot be proved, historians who ciairr|"they 
can are merely deceiving themselves; that for these reasons nolgree- 
ment can be achieved among historians about any general proposition; 
and that all generalizations, because of their’ inevitably flimsy char¬ 
acter, should be relegated to a role wholly subordinate to the main 
business of the historian, wh ich i s telling a story based upon the facts; 
(3) that historians should addresTtheir chief ettoftrfo~nRigtir^nd 
speculation, not to the hopeless objective of achieving demonstrable 
generalizations; that the best oLtheirinsights have been ac hieved 
will be achieved not through labored documentation but through judv- 
-ment, wisdom, and a maturity that comes only with experience; and 
that, therefore, such general statements as historians can make will 
be and should be personal, subjective, intuitive, speculative, and irru 
pressionistic; and (4) that, for these reasons, little can be gained from 
formal procedures, the hope that a recital of statistical evidence can 
take us deeper into the heart of reality is illusory, and the results of 
attempts to formulate general statements by these means have been 
trivial and inconsequential. 

Though these four arguments are related they can be roughly dis¬ 
tinguished for purposes of discussion. None of them can be li ghtl y 
ismissed. The reservations they express serve in several ways to 
c hart the limits of our knowled ge. One may well wonder whether 
these difficulties are not so formidable as to deter historians from 
attempting to generalize in any extensive or ambitious fashion. My 
own view, however, is that this fine has been rather overdone. My 
objection to these various points is not so much that they are unsound 
m themselves as that they have sometimes been pushed too far, into 
a context to which they do not apply, and have been made to yield 
m erences that do not necessarily follow. Res ervations ahnnt the 1 
nnality of historical knowledge are valid enoughTBut thereis a danger \ 
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of erecting them into a general law agains t any generalizations in 
history excepFon^"suBjectlve^Sd intuitive plane. This forces the 
^gSent lurther than our experience warrants or than our practice 
assumes. It is in itself a generalization to which some of the above 1 
objections might legitimately be taken. I hope to show that this posi¬ 
tion is vulnerable at various points: that significant gener al statements 
need not be universal laws; that the problem ofTerific^ 
togetherlnsuperable; that intuition need not Se the historian’s final 
resort; and thateffSctuaT' m eahs*exisFw^feByToffi the scope and the ) 
reliability of historical statements may be somewhat extended. 


L The Problem of Nomenclature 


i may 

rest, as many intellectual disputes do, on nothing more than an am- 
big^ityfnstatrn^The^msbfeffir 

than one ofpHctice. Certainly some historians who express a formal 
skepticism ’about generalizations make them very briskly when they 
come to present their own findings. This scarcely settles the matter, 
however, for to show that a man’s practice does not coincide with his 
theory is still not to answer his argument. The point is rather that his¬ 
torians who are optimistic and those who are pessimistic about the 
possibility of generalizing may simply be talking about different 
things: t he optimists may be referring to contextual statementsjQ f I 
limited scope, t he pessimists to uni versal law s. Quite possibly the 
optimists and the pessimists would not differ greatly on the merits of 
a substantial number of historical propositions. Pe rhaps histo rians 
concur more on what kinds of statements they are prepared to mak e 
themselTCS^rtoTicce pt fromothers than oiTTiowT Ke^r^ 
statements. If thislTthe case, the controversy overTuFtormal generah 
izationTmay be unreal, and the issue may have been played up beyond J 


its actual importance. 

If a “generalization” were defined as a general law, detachable 
from its context and applicable to all comparable situations and if this 
were adopted as an exclusive definition, it would have to be granted 
that historians do not often make genera li zatio ns and probably should 
not. Such a definition has occasionally been advanced. It has been said 
that a generalization must be an implication that holds true for all 
things of a certain kind, an “if, then always” statement, and that what 
we mean by explaining an observed fact is incorporating that fact into 
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a general law. 1 By this view a generalization should be not a descrip¬ 
tion of a finite set of cases which has no predictive claim but a state¬ 
ment about an unrestricted class of cases which comprises an “induc¬ 
tive leap” and which implies a prediction for all undescribed cases of 
the type that may ever exist, past, present, or future. Certainly the 
practice of most historians falls short of this. Historian.^ ap prr fm m 

p—the creators of the great historical systems* dojtiQt.gener ally seek to 

for mulate umyersally va lid laws of historical development. Most his¬ 
torians restrict themselves*"to^paS^ar ^o^x^^d do not traffic 
much in universals, except perhaps for an occasional rhetorical flight. 

It seems clear enough, however, in view of the many different 
senses in which the word generalization has been used, that to insist on 
the above definition as an exclusive one would be merely whimsical. 
The notion that a historical generalization can be only a statement of 
this character has beenjaJJy^4^ Dray in his attack 

on what he calls the/ ^overing-law theory. 7 ’? LouirSottschalk holds 
| that it is sufficient to aefine a generalization merely as “a proposition 
that describes some attribute common to two or more objects.” 3 
David Riesman distinguishes between the “classic” approach aimed 
primarily at generalizations that could in principle be true at any 
S t ™ e ^ place and the “romantic” approach which “is concerned 
* with a particular people, in a particular time and place.” 4 Others'have 
sought ^ .distinguish generalizat ions from other statements not in 
terms of|scope but in terms of structureo r purpos e-}—by drawing lines 
that separate generalizations from trends, from hypotheses^frgmjnfer^ 
ences, from classifications, and so on, The Oxford English Dicti^y 
offers a string of definitions of generalization and generalize which, with 
t e illustrations that accompany them, provide accommodation for al¬ 
most every position that has been taken. 

In view of these variations it seems unlikely that much would be 
^gained by attempting a more refined definition of generalization. The 

o n A Han A Rei T hen n Ch ’ Th f Eise of Scientific Philosophy (1951; new ed.; Berkeley 

froJlewl S m mVe ^ lt7 °l S aIif ° mia Press l 1958 >’ P- 6 - Cf. the quotations 
above ^ °^^ ans ^eyerhofF to the Committee given on pp. vi-vii and 129 

1 Laws and Explanation in History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1957). 

j;iTt H , 1St0 ; ri f S Use of / 9f? e^a^izatio^ ’ 7, in Leonard D. White (ed.). The 
SMeofthe Social Sciences . . . (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956), p. 
37. See also Gottschalk s comments on pp. vii and 115-16 above. 

(1959)^7 Smdy ° f Nati0naI Character * * • >” Harvard Library Bulletin, , XIII 
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word, like other key words, has in the course of time acquired a num¬ 
ber of diffe re nt mean ings. The difficulties created by vagueness of 
usage cannot be escaped by elaborating a more precise vocabulary. 
To assign a single meaning to the term and to insist that all who did 
not use it in that sense were in the wrong would not only be arbitrary 
but would also render the ensuing argument highly vulnerable, since 
it could at once be rejected by all who did not accept the definition 
that it presupposed. An attempt at definition can become a kind of 
shadow-boxing that has little practical value. 

If it is difficult to agree on what a generalization is, it may not be 
profitable to try to distinguish generalizations from other kinds of his¬ 
torical propositions. Doubtless a “generalization” is ordinarily con- 
ceiveff to.Jbe^a stateme nt broader than some other statement, but the 
term ffroader is relativeTyutting it differently, one might say that all 
statements are generalizations but that some, those which we com¬ 
monly and as a matter of convenience refer to by that designation, are 
broader than others. By. this view,, even the distinctiombemeenfactual! 
statements and generalizations is merely one of degree. * 

This point may be a stumbling block to many^J br th e- distinction. 
bet ween facts ancf generalizations has been one of the mostqa ersisteat- 
and most cherished in historical theory. Not only Chester G. Starr in 
his contribution to this volume (pp. 3-4) but other historians as well 
have insisted on the line betw een fact and theory, between particul ar 
and gen eral statements , between statemen ts that recite th e data imme¬ 
diately observed and statements containing inferences and generaliza¬ 
tions based upon them—between, for example, the information pre¬ 
sented in a census return and the manipulation of this information to 
establish general propositions. Thus Sir Isaiah Berlin writes: “The 
same facts can be arranged in many patterns, seen from many perspec¬ 
tives, displayed in many lights, all of them equally valid. . . . Yet 
through it all the facts themselves will remain relatively ‘hard.’ ” He 
adds in a footnote: “Criteria of what is a fact or what constitutes em¬ 
pirical evidence are seldom in dispute within a given culture or pro¬ 
fession.” Berlin concedes that a boundary between facts and generali¬ 
zations cannot be precisely established but regards this as of no 
importance. “We shall be reminded,” he says, “that there is no sharp 
break between history and mythology; or history and metaphysics; 
and that in the same sense there is no sharp line between Tacts’ and 
theories: that no absolute touchstone can in principle be produced; 
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thle^TfF 8 trUC en ° Ugh ’ . bUt fr ° m k n0tbklg start]in g Allows. That 
these differences exist only metaphysicians have disputed.”* 

«.nn^K >U 5 t f d J St l nCtIOn . betWeen generalizations and facts, even if it 
“ f f “* SmCt ar ^ ment ’ m ay still serve as a convenient 

Shall O, T ng t0 , Statements of greater or less complexity, and 
I hall occasionally employ it m this loose manner in these notes. Such 

a usage, though imprecise, is not wholly misleading: a difference in 
scope does matter and it is absurd to pretend otherwise or to regard 
most simple and the most inclusive propositions as being on a par. 

T 31 , 861 ^ 01118 a g enera lization in a senfe tha/the 
detailed findings of paleontology are not. 

Yet the distinction between facts and generalizations has become 
increasingly unacceptable as historians have examined more explicitly 

-"TT” al,V “"""P' 10 " 5 aniJ ** o™ mental processes. 
^t^T' SCem , 5 °° e °1 d< * rM ° f kW «5 the line 

of S “ [ ""“ ts ’ as even Berlin admits, must 
Ralmr^l* ■ • • between data and inferences,” says 

T ,* dKep,iVe darit >'' N ° one denies that in the 
most advanced natural sciences yesterday's inferences are today’s 

*1 *ta T hTlf ed raainIy by me ” ! of inference become 

Ste^nlT *' “T" SpMkS ' Th “ ri “ ” d ft 0<s are inte- 
grated in such a manner that one would attempt in vain to senarate 

etX TuH 7 '” 6 aS , Berlin d0CS that factS exist radepend- 

ently as unchanging building blocks available for a variety of theo- 

retical purposes, is to oversimplify. A “fact” cannot be apprehended 

“ faCtUal ” statement “plies a predicate 
and cannot refer to something m an intellectual void with no points 

k - As sidney Hook says: “ ^factXr^ ^ 

c op trncti °°-’’ He 

I refer to^W’ hyP K thCSe a ^ the ° rieS -” 7 If what we commonty 
poses so LnT l Can , US , aS hnMag bIocks for a variety ofpur- 
cateeo^of“!r T ^ ene ff Ilzarions - and even high-level ones. The 
■ g0ry ° f generalizations can mdude very simple statements, the 

'Historical Instability (New York: Oxford University Press, 1954 ), p. 70 . 

Laaa W. Evidence and 
Free Press, m9X p 19 " Satm * e Cma P‘ and ^hod (Glencoe, III.: 
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category of “facts” very complex ones, and one would be at a loss 
where to draw the line between them. 

It is better understood now than it used to be that the “facts” do 
not speak for themselves and that what we loosely refer to as factual 
statements turn out, when we consider them closely, to be based on 
an intricate chain of comparison, hypothesis, and verification, though 
these steps take place so rapidly that they are not always remembered 
or perceived. This applies even to our simplest observations, the “evi¬ 
dence of our own eyes.” The point has been neatly illustrated by J. Z. 
Young in his account of experiments conducted on persons who, though 
bom blind, were later operated on and received their sight. 8 The diffi¬ 
culty of training these individuals to interpret what the evidence of 
their own eyes actually was affords a striking example of what com¬ 
plex processes of deduction, inference, and speculation men go through 
when they perceive even the simplest “fact.” The information gath¬ 
ered by a census-taker is sometimes cited in discussions of these prob¬ 
lems as the simplest kind of raw data. Yet this information is recorded, 
and has little meaning unless it is so recorded, in categories which 
imply much previous drinking and generalizing. This may be why the 
techniques of census-taking have been gready changed and improved 
over the last hundred years, as the basic assumptions that underlie 
them have been more clearly worked out. 

The lack of any common agreement about what a generalization is 
and the ambiguity of the boundary separating generalizations from 
other statements a re n ot, as Berlin suggests, trivial matte rs. On the 
cofitrary, they point the way to a reformulation of the problem. It 
follows from this line of argument that all historians generalize in that 
the statements they make cannot be distinguished from generalizations 
by any defensible criterion and that the claim made by some historians 
that they merely recite the evidence and permit the facts to speak for 
themselves is unallowable. Written history, like any other coherent, 
or intelligible presentation, iTnota simple record but^omething far 
more complex. Hence, the question whether historians should general- f 
ize or not is meaningless : as several essays in this vplumo,insist, they 
must generalize if they are to say anything worth saying. In this sense 
the controversy over the propriety of generalizing is indeed unreal* 
and it"is pointless to argue about it. 

8 Doubt and Certainty in Science: A Biologist's Reflections on the Brain (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1951), pp. 61-66. 

151 




WILLIAM O. AYDELOTTE 


In another sense, however, the problem is real enough. Variations 
in practice, in the kinds of generalizations historians have tried to 
make, indicate an extensive disagreement about what may properly be 
done with historical materials. This disagreement is no mere matter 
of semantics or of talking at cross purposes; it is concrete and sub¬ 
stantial. General propositions offered by historians range in scope 
from the simplest to the most complex, from the narrowest to the most 
inclusive. Illustrations of the lower part of this range are scarcely 
needed. Since, however, it is sometimes said that historians habitually 
restrict themselves to “low-level” generalizations, cautious and limit¬ 
ed statements of which they can be reasonably sure, it may be useful 
to cite a few illustrations drawn from the more rarefied upper part of 
the range which will show that this is by no means always the case: 


1. All the wars here discussed were preceded by a fall in prices on the Lon¬ 
don Stock Exchange and by a rise in the number of trade union members 
reported as unemployed.” 9 

2. “The Speaker was a power in the House, but, as the Elizabethan period 

went on, his power was on the wane ” 10 

3. “The prime rninister replaced the sovereign as actual head of the executive 
when the choice of the prime minister no longer lay with the sovereign; the 
sovereign lost the choice when strongly organized, disciplined parliamen¬ 
tary parties came into existence; and party discipline depends primarily on 
the degree to which the member depends on the party for his scat ” u 

4. A new Constitution does not produce its full effect as long as all its sub¬ 

jects were reared under an old Constitution, as long as its statesmen were 
trained by that old Constitution. It is not really tested till it comes to be 
worked by statesmen and among a people neither of whom are guided by a 
different experience.” 12 1 

5. “All classes which have ever attained to dominion have earnestly endeav¬ 

ored to transmit to their descendants such political power as they have been 
able to acquire.” 13 J 


gmtmtimtim. ^ H °° k USeS th ' S < * uotation to illustrate his definition of the term 

TfoRHeioh'rWinning of the Initiative by the House of Commons: 
rhe Raleigh Lecture on History (London: Oxford University Press, 1924), p. 17. 

forT^Qarendom^LZL^p^™^ the?M y S ^ The Romanes Lecture (Ox- 

Un (1867; HCW **■•’ L ° nd0n: 0xford 

Politkal PaTtie f : A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tend- 
Ubmry{ m5) p.^T’^ ( ® tranS ' ; NeW York: Hearst’s International 
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6. “Modern technology created free society—but created it at the expense of 

the protective tissues which had bound together feudal society. 5 ’ 14 

7. “The man of the nineteenth century had a sense of belonging (deeper than 

mere optimism) that we lack.” 15 

The first of these statements deals with a limited number of cases 
and is formulated in such a way that it could presumably be verified 
with some exactness. The second and third are broader in scope but 
still restricted to particular contexts. The fourth and fifth are couched 
in general terms and appear to be intended to apply to all cases of the 
type indicated. The sixth and seventh are contextual in that each pur¬ 
ports to describe a single train of events but are so sweeping that it 
might be difficult to verify them or perhaps even to say what they 
mean in any concrete or explicit sense. 

It is in terms of this divergence in practice that the problem may be 
reformulated. It is pointless to ask whether historians should “general¬ 
ize” if we cannot affix any distinguishing meaning to that word. It is 
not, however, pointless to ask how far historians should generalize: 
how broad or inclusive they can make their statements without de¬ 
parting too far from the standards customarily accepted for demon¬ 
stration and verification. This question may not be easy to answer, 
the answers may be different for different kinds of historical enter¬ 
prises, and perhaps no definitive answer can be given. The question 
is not meaningless, however. On the contrary, it seems the most 
profitable way of formulating the issue, and the rest of this article will 
deal with some of the points that should be raised if one is to take a 
position on it. The question of sco pe depends, in the first pl aceman 
the question of reliability. THeproblems of historical generalization 
and of historical proof are directly connected, and it is impossible to 
deal adequately with the first without considering the second. 

2. The Problem of Proof 

A major objection to historical generalizations is that they cannot 
be proved. By this view, which is certainly widely shared, it is naive 
to suppose that the evidence can be arranged in a clear pattern whose 
validity can be demonstrated, and attempts to do this rest on a misun¬ 
derstanding of the kinds of materials with which historians must work 

14 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Vital Center (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1949), p. 51. 

16 Crane Brinton, Ideas and Men; The Story of Western Thought (New York: 
Prentice-Hall, 1950), p. 442. 
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and the lands: of problems they face. Robert R. Palmer, for example, 
agrees that a kind of wisdom gamed from the study of one civilization 
has some application to another (to deny this would condemn all his- 
toiy and social study to sterility), but I have no idea how this appli- 
cabihty can be stated with . . . rigor and precision-” He says 

* * S °’ ,° fany concr< : re and particular social and human situation, his¬ 
torical currently political, or other, I doubt whether any significant 
genera ization can be shown by evidence to be wholly valid or wholly 
invalid. Starr holds that generalizations cannot be verified, though 
facts can, and that_histgnansm^ about fact ’ s but 

agreementabout general^ 
nations. Heis all for more generalizing, since to foregoltwould im- 
povcnsh historical literature, but he insists that it be done on anad- 
mittedly speculative basis. 17 ™ —* 

Criticisms of this kind have been directed particularly against the 
most daringgeneralizes of modem times, the builders of the great 
systems m history and the social sciences. Many of these systems were 

S7 3S s P^f ons but as “proved” sets of propositions: their 
authors claimed for them the precision and finality that they thought 

D0 ,^r d m ^ mtUral r ciences - Hobbes P ro P osed » assimilate 
political theory to the state of perfection attained by the exact physi- 

cal sciences and claimed to be the Galileo of the science of politics. 
Gobmeau spoke of making history join the family of the natural sci- 
ences of giving it. all the precision of this kind of knowledge,” 

HennT Th bed thC Co P ernicus of the historical world. 18 

? \ h ° Ped t0 aCC ° m P ,ish for histor y something 
^ been £ffeCted for the ^ra] sciences and to 
show how apparently capricious events were in accord with certain 
feed and umversaliaws. 19 Toynbee maintains that the course of his- 

defoied. S d by kWS ^ be em P irica % discovered and 

Though some of these schemes have great interest and represent 
impressive achievements both of learning^ of systematic tho* 

75,^SveTy dleC ° nUnitteeJan - 29 ’ 1959 ’^ J-e 16, 1958, above, pp. 76 and 
17 ^P* 3 an d 15—18 above. 

sity £;?946 Sw 

But What^tToZdeNSoLr SdenCeS: 

154 



Notes an Historical Generalization 


they have on the whole been rejected, as adequate accounts of the his¬ 
torical process, by most historians today. The grounds for their rejec¬ 
tion have been much the same that their cl aims to be^ empirical or 
“sci entific” have not been made go od, that they are not based upon the 
evidence, not in acco rd with the evidence, or not testable by the evi- 
dence._Toynbee’s assertion that he has discovered general laws by 
empirical means has been vigorously disputed in a series of brilliant 
polemical articles by Pieter Geyl, who regards this claim as utterly 
unconvincing. 20 Professional opinion seems to incline toward Geyl’s 
side rather than Toynbee’s. All attempts to trace a structure of history, 
writes Isaiah Berlin, 21 “from the days of Herder and Saint-Simon, 
Hegel and Marx, to those of Spengler and Toynbee and their imita¬ 
tors,” have been “always a priori for all protests to the contrary.” 
General schemes of history have been notoriously vulnerable targets, 
and hardly any have withstood the test of critical examination over any 
long period of time. The disparity between the pretensions of the 
system-builders and the professional reception of their works might 
well serve as a caution against any effort to offer proof of general his¬ 
torical statements. 

It is true, of course, that the reservations of historians toward these 
general schemes are by no means shared by many of those outside the 
profession. Geyl made a survey of reviews of Toynbee and found 
that those condemning him were mostly written by historians and 
those praising him mostly by non-historians. To historians Toynbee’s 
work is unacceptable; to non-historians it is “an immortal master¬ 
piece,” “the greatest work of our time,” and “probably the greatest 
historical work ever written.” 22 Geyl will not allow Toynbee’s claim 
that he reached his conclusions empirically; to Pitirim A. Sorokin, 
Toynbee’s work displays “the technical competence of a meticulous 

20 Debates'with Historians (1955; rev. ed.; New York: Meridian, 1958), chaps, 
v—viii and “Toynbee’s Answer,” Mededelingen der Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie 
van Wetenschappen , afd. Letterkunde , XXIV (1961), 181-204. 

21 Op. cit p. 69. 

22 Debates with Historians , p. 283. See, for similar cases, the contrast between 
the learned and the public reaction to Spengler described by H. Stuart Hughes, 
Oswald Spengler: A Critical Estimate (New York: Scribner s, 1952), pp. 1—2 and 
the contrast between the scientific and the popular reception of Robert Chambers 
Vestiges of Creation discussed by Milton Millhauser, Just before Darwin: Robert 
Chambers and Vestiges (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1959), 
pp. 116-40. 
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eHv nnl , 7“ ° f Ae SyStemS ’ h ° WeVer > is > P ro P' 

erly understood, no argument in their favor and no ground for dis- 

2Sg our present reservations. This scarcely seems a case where 

t ^ " ght and the e /P erts are wrong. It is more probable that 

he I" aCCeP r e °! C ° Sm0,0gieS by the la y Public represents 

uJfiei 7 a f a ?* d ” m ° St men ’ fOT an formula, a 
urnfied pattern m the confusion of life’s experiences. Popular enthusi- 

sm for these systems may not even reflect a historical judgment; it 

IXezS t0 VC ^7 ° f 2 rdigi0US ° r -“ogicil character. 
Zagonn says > Man y P^ple read Arnold J. Toynbee ... as 

from a ?r/ UgUrS ^ %ht ° f Ae birds ’’ 24 Such enthusiasm, 
ofAeZnZ enCC ^ 1? £S n0t com P rehen d the ingrained difficulties 
ffiv t reflZ ’ IS aCtUalIy a . gr0Und f ° r additionaI “utioo. crav- 
iven iftT ^ aP P £ar Wlt Z the profession as well as outside it, 
as a wish fi IfiZ S0 P bls<acated ^ onn > “d a generalization may serve 
a low one'p fantaSy f a Mgh utteHectual level as well as at 
their r Zi erhapS i St ° rianS , haVC SOme reason to P rid e themselves on 
S TZ C u t0 tHlS “P" 186 and to Pressures from outside their 
profess^on° n CaUa ° n ° b ^ Ctivity which they have shown as a 

zatl'nn m.Z ^P 088 ^- — Pf°°f of my historical generali- 

mo 1'LZf hS r ° pce '^P?SdSjU)nr knowledge of ffieplstls.bodT 

too limited and too extensive. Only a minute fraction of what has 

we mZt neeri T ^ t0 ° ° ften the P oints on which 

\ inadeauate OniZZZ tb ° Se on wb ich our sources are most 
format-' A u & 0ther band ’ ri 1 * 2 fragmentary and incomplete in- 
ou™m We d °Z e ab ° Ut the P a8t is sti]1 fa r too abundant to prevent 
Zn t0 tCrms with it: * ^eer bulk prevents ks being 
^sdy m^uLat^or^ assimilat ed, for .histoncal purpose "Fur 

tintsffievsZv WltH C ° m ? leX P robI ^ -d dTe P pa^of the 
easily grasnerl n TT SU PP osln § lf to exist, seems too intricate to be 
Zl of cZZ’wu , S; jgal^igaowledge is impossible in all 
ftr ffiSlohfe ; e ha Z ea Z d thr0Ugh w'orks ofpojiktarizarion how 
S fl Sr e Z f ° r DatUral 8dences ’ and > « Crane Brinton 

maccutcitofh 11 “ ^ need8 t0 fed ** “ the uncertainties and 

naccuracies of his investigations leave him in a position of hopeless 

Xn"(I9«M74 fr°2uld S beSd^ P h 7 ° f Hist °T.” Journal of Modem History, 
of certain Sof^ bee’s S ° rokin is als ° -itiJi 

Journal of ModJrZmZZfXXXl ^19 59), 247^ ^ Philoso P hy °f History,” 
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inferiority before the glorious certainties of physical science.” 25 
Nevertheless, these difficulties present themselves with greater weight 
in some fields than in others, and there is no use in deceiving ourselves 
by pretending the contrary. In history and other subjects that deal 
with the study of man in society they appear peculiarly intractable., 
The complejdty and problems, the numbef 

of variables he has to consider, the difficulty of isolating or succes¬ 
sively eliminating these variables for purposes of inquiry, and the ap¬ 
parently unavoidable imprecision of his fundamental concepts all serve 
to make his larger formulations difficult either to achieve or to de¬ 
fend. 26 . ..... — — 

In addition, historians are fallible for reasons often beyond their 
control. Bert J. Loewenberg regards it as undeniable that “every in¬ 
tellectual effort is limited by the psychology of the person making it 
and the sociology 
JfiaSr-personaLcaa 
part a subjective distortion jrf which he is unaware^nptonly tojiis se-L 
lection of the facts but also to his notion of what constitutes proof. { 
As ProusFwrltes: “The facts of life do not penetrate to the sphere in 
which our beliefs are cherished . . . ; as it was not they that engen¬ 
dered these beliefs, so they are powerless to destroy them; they can 
aim at them continual blows of contradiction and disproof without 
weakening them.” Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., quotes this statement 
to describe the soft-minded liberals of present-day America. 28 Yet 
there is no reason why it should not apply to others as well Proust 
certainly couches his remark in general terms—and it is quite possible 
that those who pride themselves on being tough-minded may fall into 
the same trap. Certainly we can all recollect examples from our own 
experiences of people who are willing to hold to beliefs despite the 
evidence or who derive what seem clearly mistaken conclusions from 
the facts before them. One thinks of Samuel Butler’s anecdote of the 
man whose religious faith was restored by reading Burton s Anatomy 

26 “The ‘New History’ and ‘Past Everything,’ ” American Scholar , VIII (1939), 
153. 

26 Morris R. Cohen, “Reason in Social Science,” in Herbert Feigl and May 
Brodbeck (eds.), Readings in the Philosophy of Science (New York: Appleton-Cen- 
tury-Crofts, 1953), pp. 663-69; Edgar Zilsel,“Physics and the Problem ofHiston- 
co-Sociological Laws,” ibid., pp. 715-16 and 720. 

27 “Some Problems Raised by Historical Relativism,” Journal of Modem His¬ 
tory , XXI (1949), 17. 

28 Schlesinger, p. 49. 


)f the conditions under which it is made.” 27 Amanj 
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0 Lfg!m CMy beC3USe he thou & ht he was reading Butler’s Analogy of 

we]1 . as _persona]. Even if a historian 
manages to identify his assumptions and his colleagues endeavor to 
correct his conclusions, the climate of opinion that surrounds them 
may impart a slant from which they can never folly emancipate them¬ 
self. Even the most carefully formulated statements may be zeitge- 
bunden in ways that contemporaries will not perceive 

the hZnm^rrf eie r, that i$ n ° f somethin S external ® 

the human mind. The validity of a historical statement depends not 

l ^ ar fT CntS an<r e ^ence amcedlnlTs'sup^but on 

Wduair P °1 t T ar ^ uments and evidence by one iri«- 
jviduals, presumably those competent to judge. Further; ‘sm^TiHeirs 

nroSlT!? I T ° Wn W ° rk 316 notorious] y hable to error, the ap¬ 
proval of others has come to be accepted as the sounder, though not 

^ uf tHS Vi£W a is val/to the 

lsco ™nicable or acceptable to others, and the histori- 
|-an (or anyone else) ultimately rests his case not on logic but on persua¬ 

sion though the former may be a means toward the ktter. If, however 

\M of 

V *° ^ rather remoteJ>rofessionaI ophfi^may be frag- 

T! 1 !! thC COnsensu f, is not clear. When there is general 
^ <ag r eemm r ,. m a mrfi mayjctT jg]^ be worse, for the consensus ofpro- 

n2mnrTq ar 7 ? t0 ap P rove new ideas u P on their first ap- 

LrionTT S £ LewisNa ™ er has written that a new historical interpre- 
° nCe ^ app£ar S ° ° bvious as t0 command 

verv ronciHp Tf 6 ’ C IS ^ n0t ba PP en ’ however, in the case of his own 
liketheir ™ ovatIons ’ which were not appreciated in anything 

tdlecmT hi/^ Tu" S ° me yCarS after " heir Potion. In- 
mdemirf rl 7 ! 18 M of ln8tances Where contemporaries failed to 
tTnHnr ll d H i™ Ue oreven the meanin g of some of the most impor- 
Sr rT 11311868 ° fthdr 0W day ' Some works were slight- 

matS ! J 'if I' 6 " piOVed irrelevant ; others were for a time esti- 
difwW hlgW7 WC n ° W thbk thfi y dese tved. Nor is it always 
vlfiZT C ° nSenSUS 18 wanted. It would hardly do to say that the 

1 bC mCaSUred ° n **“ sim P Ie dem ocratic 
rdnLm T T adherents ‘ Such a principle would at once 

to c"^ T° W , iS CriticS ° Ut ° fcourt - A hist °rian seeks 
convince not all men but a learned audience, though its boundaries 

ij8 
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cannot; be very clearly discerned. A criterion of consensus can also, 
and perhaps often does, lead to a debasing of the historical craft: a 
historian may become “other-directed” and say not what he himself 
believes or considers most important but what he thinks will appeal 
to his audience; or, again, he may become a kind of sophist, concen¬ 
trating not on the art of discovery but on the techniques of persuasion. 

These ambiguities are well understood today and historians seem 
highly alert to the complexity and evasiveness of historical problems. 
Hans Meyerhoff in a note in his recent anthology on the philosophy of 
history comments on the fact that the philosophers whose essays he 
includes “are primarily concerned with defending the possibility of 
an objective history,” whereas the historians who join the debate “are 
conscious, to different degrees, of the ineluctably subjective factors 
.. . that seem to intrude upon the subject of history.” 29 Geyl finds 
modern historians overcautious rather than overbold: “This much is 
certain: the quality which the academic and specialized study of his¬ 
tory tends to develop is that of caution. . . . The prevailing mood 
among professional historians nowadays is a chastened one in the face 
of the immense mass of material and the infinite complexity of the 
phenomena.” 30 Perhaps many contemporary historians would agree 
that they spend their time in an atmosphere of intellectual twilight in 
which they can only dimly discern the outlines of even their most im¬ 
mediate surroundings and can be sure of nothing. 

My argument here is that the lack of finality of historical proof, 
thou^Sliiwirtestabi e7is~anTmproper objection to attempting historical 
generalizations. fn the first place it presupposes non-existent alterna; 
'-titfesTTt suggests there is_a choice be tween making admittedly vulner¬ 
able gane^ malting other statemen ts that are somehow 

sounde r ?"Yetj fty'the logic of all that has been smd, no such choice 
exists. The objection of lack of finality applies to propositions of all 
kinds. The choice is not between making proved statements or un¬ 
proved ones but between making unproved statements or keeping 
silent. ... ■ ■ 

In the second place, and this is the nub of the matter, the darkness is 
relative* “To saytKaFalT statements are uncertain is not to say that they 

28 The Philosophy of History in Our Time . .. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1959), p. 161. 

“ Pieter Geyl, Use and Abuse of History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1955), pp. 60-61. 
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are equally uncertain. We may not be completely sure of any thing ^ but 
J e ca n come nearer to making a convincing case for some points, than 
tor others, and we can bring some arguments to a stage where our 
doubts and reservations are no longer very serious and we do not feel 
uncomfortable in provisionally accepting certain conclusions, pending 
the production of evidence to the contrary, in order to get on with the 

7° rk ' ?\ a mer S assertlon (P- 7 5 above) that the epigrams of La Roche¬ 
foucauld are as much or as little verifiable as any derived from social 
science would appear to imply that all generalizations are verifiable, 
or rat er unverifiable, to the same degree. Such a view disregards the 
tact that, measured by the admittedly necessary standard of profes¬ 
sional consensus, some statements can be asserted with more security 
than others. Even if it is not possible to escape bias altogether, it may 
sail be possible to escape it to some degree. As Ernest Nagel writes: 

lhe very fact that biased thinking may be detected and its sources 
investigated shows that the case for objective explanations in history 
is not necessarily hopeless.” 31 Though a man’s own idiosyncrasies may 
distort his views, he must still satisfy his professional colleagues. 

I heir personal quirks may go some distance to counteract his, and a 
poohng of opinions may result in rubbing away the misconceptions of 
individuals. This seems most likely to occur in a situation where con¬ 
troversy exists and where, when a man takes a position, there will be 
opponents on the alert to catch the loopholes in his argument. Cor¬ 
rection of this kind seems less probable when the mistaken assump¬ 
tions of an individual are shared by his entire generation. Yet even 
here perhaps a historian can do something to put himself on his guard 
by seeking to clanfy his thought and purpose or to formulate his in¬ 
terests m propositional or categorical terms. 32 Though it is misleading 
to assume that proof can be final or that bias can be entirely avoided) 
it is also misleading to assume that the problem is impregnable on all 
ronts and that no inroads upon the difficulties can be made. 

has" a Zdv L sal C e°^ 1S “n Cal Anal P is '” in Meyerhoff, p. 213. Willson H. Coates 
7 suggested. Once we have stamped finality as the p-reat herpw for 

f r L? e T ept «*?**&* of kn^dge 6 a^Tmovementin 
challenmnshistorfMl S,- b, ^ V ^' J 116 relatlvlsts > he says, by successfully 
is a nea?er g annrn^ l b J e T lty . P ut lustor 7 ““ a philosophic perspective which 

and the Use of HvnoThl ° b) S“ Vlty ^ ch the7 den 7 is po^Me” (“Relativism 
24) Use 0t Hypothesis m History," Journal of Modem History, XXI [1949], 

,'oL" S4 ’ F'P- Tho,« C. 

* Sc ~-" rfeS - 
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Such inroads have been made in many cases, and Starr*s_view (p. 

15 above) that historians “do not now have meth ods by which they can 
reach agreement on the generalizations obtainable from a givenjnass 
of facts’ 7 seems to me too sweeping^lcsDQhbt^ of course,, accept, hjs dis¬ 
tinction be tween provable facts and improvable generalization s. The 
point appears rather to be that such matters are relative. It might be 
more useful to think in terms of a scale or ladder of propositions pass¬ 
ing from very simple statements of which we feel practically certain 
to increasingly complex and far-reaching statements of which we are 
increasingly less sure. This is not the whole story, of course, for there 
are other things to consider, particularly the availability of the evi¬ 
dence. This varies among different projects and it may actually hap¬ 
pen that, because of better evidence, we can make a more convincing 
case for a complex statement on one point than for a simple statement 
on another. It is an objective of research design to achieve this condi¬ 
tion, to select a problem that is not only worth studying in itself but 
on which, also, sufficient evidence can be found to enable the research- ^ 
er to make some progress. Yey perhaps thereis 
allowance for modifying circumsSnces^jnj^mptipn 
"‘^tariomfi^between certainty and significance, and it may be useful , to 
reganl'ThF^question of historical generalization as revolving around.,„ / 
this relatidnsHip. ^ ^ 

jp'* 

The problem, then, is where to draw the Jjrj£r Jhow to define the 
most advantageous middle pos ition between these 
proposition that generalizations should be heither”Too~broad nor too 
narrow may be a defensible theoretical position, but it is not of much 
practical help. Yet it seems almost pointless to try to lay down any 
general rule. The stopping place will vary for each project: it will de¬ 
pend on the kind of evidence that can be found, and it will also depend 
on the interests and concerns of the individual, what he thinks most 
worth doing. Nor need the degree of reliability be the same in all 
cases. Some questions are important enough to be worth discussing 
even if our ground is not secure. There is clearly a place for intelligent 
speculation based on very little evidence. Perhaps it is legitimate to 
make generalizations at any level if they can be shown to serve a useful 
purpose and if no misrepresentation is made regarding the degree to 
which they can be substantiated. 

I cannot offer a general formula in answer to this question nor can I 
prescribe for the profession as a whole, but I should like to express a 
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personal opinion. This i 1 chur we may have mnrexo gainnorhy extend- 
mg our generalizations but by restricting them, by pursuing limited 

" ST” “ We haV ' SOme P”*P«*'°f MchiJ tenable 

gmund. It reruns proper ,o emphasize this, since there has bin a'cSl 

S “ °u 7 ' h \ 0,h “ !ide ' !t is that it is die 

hisrn .an s ,ob to explam the world, for he is in a better posidon to do 

dcnri’wi?"' f” d | ?“ lf . he Wl11 n “ draw conclusions from his 
evidence others less quahfied w,U step in and do i, for him. Geoffrey 

plough writes; “The failure of die historian to provide Z 

Imqrj-, “all about, ij^oteo^le 
of he notorious^ trah.son des dercsUf the refusal of dre^SSalist 

MjssWedgwood.ro suppers 

2„“ v a S kr? ' IS ° fK ” »rged as a criticism of the social sciences 
SeEr “ reasm | l >' abandoned the attempt to formulate large 

sdv^toT’de, r 7 * T'T- ^ ”° W tend ““ K direct them- 
sdv« to die detaded and often highly technical study of limited situ- 

'JllSTr ** “‘ Va ”f ge ° f ”“>P'”g Pronounce on mat- 
research u 9 - ° n0t get oodorstand and on which our thinking and 

Sn^sibTl"? Pr0grK!e<i '" ou « h to » general formula- 
tion possible. I do not suggest that we should ignore the larger ques- 

r ctnr ; f*™* md ^ s 2" y S 

incentive with h ' ° f sbeddm £ some Jl ght on these points is an 
hand rhpc H ^ WC C ° Ud dl afford t0 dispense. On the other 

divide die enr Stl0nS K re T 1°^ ^ k ™ y he better strategy to 
the enemy, to break the problems down to a point where they 

i " Ais sense > rhe of s 

n history and the other social sciences, may be a sign not of degenera- 

defeiedproble^^h'T 116 t0 Smader > more s^rply 

SkK t0 the bottora than to the top of die 

of these subiecr^^rTT f clearer awaren ess of the possibilities 

“ at g ““* - *•— 

focustr a Lr Mert0n ^ tS the point felici tously when he speaks of 
kte m the m n° n °“ ran & : theories interme- 

day by-day routines of research, and the all-inclusive speculations 

in a Changing World (Oxford: Blackwell 19551 „ ?->, w 
Hughes advances a similar argument in “T|Jh; 7- r i’ £ 222 ‘ H - Stuart 
American Historical Review, LXVI (i960), 4J H s omn and the Sociai Scientist,” 
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comprising a master conceptual scheme.” 34 Contemporary sociologists 
who have shortened their sights and addressed themselves to the in¬ 
vestigation of concrete problems and particular populations, who try 
to study simple things with high-powered instruments rather than 
complicated things with crude instruments, may well have strength¬ 
ened their position. Though they have not offered simple solutions for 
complex problems, they have illuminated more limited questions in 
regard to which, hitherto, singularly erroneous conceptions prevailed. 

Historians also may find themselves on better ground if, instead of 
dealing with large general problems which cannot be exactly formu- 
latedrffidTEe answers to which must be largely speculative, they con¬ 
sider questions on which they can hope to reach a more secure footing. 
The larger questions may orient our research, and it is proper that 
they should. They cannot, however, be solved all in a moment. We 
shall be digging around their roots for some time to come, and during 
that time our answers must continue to be incomplete and provisional. 
The most helpful approach to them lies in careful study, doing what 
we can and making sure of our ground. Little will be gained by at¬ 
tempting to force an answer to questions which, however important 
they may be, cannot be answered in the present state of our knowl¬ 
edge. As Paul F. Lazarsfeld has pointedly though hyperbolically re¬ 
marked : “Kangs who have wanted the philosopher’s stone or imme¬ 
diate cures for currently incurable diseases have usually advanced 
charlatanism not knowledge.” 35 

3 . The Problem of Theory 

Here I wish to deal with the propositiqn_that gen eralizations sho uld 
be suggestive ra ther than demonstrable and thituieyj^ 
thelinagination raSier^ Such a position does 

notfaS I mearTi^mp^^^F^e historian should fail to examine the 
evidence, disregard it or openly flout it. The case is rather that, in view 
of the difficulties of adequate proof and the jg 1 P Q SS4 hiiity of fin al p r Qpf 
the key to understanding the past is not the pedes trian p ur suit of d ocu ¬ 
mentation but imagination and visiorl Somewhat along this line Palmer 
has argued that the main purposeTT^a^generalization should be^ to pre¬ 
sent an insight that helps in the understanding of a particular situation 

34 Social Theory and Social Structure (1949; rev. and enlarged ed.; Glencoe, Ill.: 
Free Press, 1957), pp. 5-6. 

^ Rose K. Goldsen et aL, What College Students Think (Princeton: Van Nostrand, 
1960), p. xi. 
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and to commymcatejhis insight to others, t io-persnade_others that 
e view . . is somehow more satisfactory, enlightening, or useful.” 
He suggests further in a passage to which l have already briefly re¬ 
ferred that the penetrating observations of a brilliant man, even if 
subjective or impressionistic, may be more helpful than labored dem¬ 
onstrations which within an inevitably limited framework make some 
attempt at proof, and he argues that the maxims of La Rochefoucauld 
constitute generalizations “as valid, useful, and illuminating as any 

WC ^ t0 . ge 5 m ? oc * a ^ sc ^ ence > and about as much or as little 

capable of empirical verification by scientific method.” 36 

o reply to this view will be adequate which fails to take account 

.W rol f unproved statements in any serious historical 

1 mi ?r mde£d be ar S ued that ’ i ust as the line between gen- 
1 zations and facts cannot be established, so the line betweenproved 

! htnT What WC Sometlmes ^11 generalizationsand 

1 aIS ° dl ® Cult t0 discem - If proof is merely a matter of 

degree, the distinction between proved and unproved statements can- 
I not be an absolute one. Possibly all our statements, even the simplest 
Xfi’/ 1 X ? S S£nSe merdy W ° rkin S hypotheses. Some of the most 

howthX ’ T Y T b ".Pf oved or P rova ble but merely theories of 
how dungs might work which help to explain the known evidence and 

1°™ XfX TX lt '- It - S rdeVant that D ™ looked « his own 
theory of natural selection in this light. He wrote to Herbert Spencer 

llxZ 7 ’ m °u ‘? (my nUmer ° US ^ ivate > “tics, L «e 

seems tLX 7 X ^ ^ pUt the P hiloso P h y of the argument, as it 
nate nrXXX 3 ^ Way ~ name1 ^ as hypothesis (with some in- 
fam^rf X’ u 11 SCemS t0 me) Which ex P lains ^veral groups of 
S/ and I ^ ^ ” gUed ’ the same lin £ that the words empiri- 
^.customarily used rather loosely and that proh- 

no LX P T 7 em ? in u reSearch ” history ever been done and 
imuXSe e T n T ^ been certainly 

constin l v 7 fT bCen made “ both Actions. The two terms 
XS; of theoretical model, a pair of “ideal types,” never 

realized in practice but convenient for purposes of analysis. 

produce aener ^ eVen more stron §^* ^ * s W te possible to 

that ” e verifiable and*,, may 

neyerteless prov e to haye considerable yalaeTWiSW Samele can 

" Letter to the Committee, June 16, 1958, p. 75abwl ’ ” ~ 

York!\ppllon,^908) D ™i28.’ ^ ^ ^ Herbert Spencer (2 vols.; New 
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be found in the formulations of classical economics. From the founda¬ 
tion of modern political economy, says M. M. Postan, the tendency to 
abstract theorizing became increasingly predominant, so that econom¬ 
ics formerly “tried to solve the largest possible problems from the 
least possible knowledge” and the ingenuity of theoretical economics 
was “only rivalled by the unreality of some of its conclusions. Yet 
modem efforts to inject larger doses of empiricism into the subject 
have, in the opinion of several distinguished economic historians, not 
helped to the degree that was expected in establishing a new formula¬ 
tion. The majority of these empirical studies, Postan finds, do not 
verify the conclusions of economic theory because most of these con¬ 
clusions" were so derived as to be incapable of verification or so con¬ 
structed as not to require it; yet, even though unverifiable, they are 
illuminating and important. Commenting on the historical school of 
eSoncifiSts’"in Germany, Edwin F. Gay wrote that we can see now 
that their full hopes of inaugurating a new and more realistic stage in 
the development of economic science have not been realized and are 
not realizable. Sir John Clapham related in his inaugural lecture in 
1929 that when he read Gustav Schmoller’s Principles, a work that 
sought to illustrate the doctrine that “historical delineation can be¬ 
come economic theory,” he noted on the flyleaf of his copy of the 
book the words, “He solves nothing.” Clapham added that, as econo¬ 
mists, I believe that the German historical school have gone bank 
rapt.” 38 The point I wish to make here is that there will always be 
things which seem important to say but which cannot be proved by th< 
limited means of verification available to us and yet are not irre 
sponsible or misleading but may on the contrary be significant anc 
illuminating. We will not come to grips with the problem of generali4 
zation unless we realize that some of the most important statement^ 
we want to make must of necessity be extremely speculative. 

Furthermore, it is a commonplace, not only in statistics but also in 
other areas of research, that an overemphasis in the direction of 
simple-minded empiricism is not an adequate approach and that any 
investigation that is worth anything must be brought under some 
theoretical control at an early point. As Lazarsfeld puts it: Statistical 

38 M. M. Postan, The Historical Method in Social Science: An Inaugural Lecture 
(Cambridge: At the University Press, 1939), sections I and II; Edwin F. Gay, 
“The Tasks of Economic History,” Journal of Economic History , I, Supplement 
(December, 1941), 9-16; J. H. Clapham, The Study of Economic History: An 
Inaugural Lecture (Cambridge: At the University Press, 1929), pp. 30-31. 
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, U S C - be ° bt r d only as answers to preceding speculations,” 39 
itf hlteh f ad P Uts ir in more general terms: “No systematic 
thought has made progress apart from some adequately general work- 

2 by P othesis ’ ada P ted ^s special topic.”" Theory plays an essen- 
nd role In intellectual advance; collection of facts by itself is inade- 
quate and may, if theory is neglected, actually retard or impede under- 
“ d ” g h ^ 18 ^fortunately the case that a number of empirical 
nn ?h! m haV£ n0t P r0duced resuIts proportionate to the labor expended 
ij - ’ S1 r Ce 1 f y ^ e [ e not 3 Pressed to significant problems and the 

sMered fn rh ^ ^ Were undemken were insufficiently con- 
m dwawcal terms. Indeed, the assiduous pursuit of an osten- 

cri Ll £ 7 lnC1Sm may act as a s °P° rific and prevent our giving 
can even w!? erad t n !? f° K gCneraI P robIems of interpretation. It 
avoidincr rh * • md ° f esca P lsm > a W m an’s way out, a means of 
are lslr ffiTr\K- rtant ^ The mechanical parts of research 
f h an wr ; r ; n( T ,v C P artS> and tbe accum ulation of data is easier 

an writing it up. An obsession with the mechanical part of the job 

^ become an excuse for not attempting the necessary thought that 
shoffid underlie it. As A. C. Bradley has said: “Research though la¬ 
borious is easy; imagination though delightful is difficult.” 

sectinn anSWCr ^ P ne °P ar g umen t summarized at the outset of this 
snle r\ a t reassertion of the virtues of empiricism. It 

” he K r ’ 1 ?T k ’ Ae msisten ce on a distinction, which is not always 
remembered, between two k mds of intellect ual activity, bo th needfa l 

. •)! IC amve . at - 0r formulate a proposition and die means by 

fbsion’h n CC haV1 K S ° btained K ’ we attem P r to assess its meritsTAcon- 
on between these two processes may lie behind a good deal of the 

^ C Wb ° a grCat P° int of external checks and 

Sse wh l! r ° f]SeCOnd sta S e ’ verification. 

titativeT^ k the L UmnSplred coIlection of-data, who resent quan- 

ttadve techniques, who insist that historical thought must be specula¬ 
tive and intuitive, may be thinking of the first stage, getting ideas 
rather than testing or confirming them. 

”****'Colombia DM- 

epiSj I „ , ”rWk 6 ?wi I S i* by Lee Beoson as ao 

(Glencoe, Ill.: Free Pre^^Ad Rgc ™ id "‘ d 
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For the first step, deriving a generalization, no rules and no stand¬ 
ardized procedures can be laid down. To assert that the most significant 
general statements are simple inductions from the evidence quite mis¬ 
represents the character of historical thinking. 4 generalizat ion is not 
simply something logically derived from the evidence, the result of 
hard work effectively directed. It is also a comment on jJnexv id aa ct v . a 
happy idea, an “inspiration,” a new way of looking at things which 
helps us tounderstand the materials we have collected, an arrangement 
of the evidence in a new way so as to suggest something unexpected 
and important about it, the pointing-out of similarities and relation¬ 
ships hitherto unappreciated. The most challenging problem of re¬ 
search is often not to collect or recite the evidence but to display the 
context in which it is significant, to show how results that are trivial 
or meaningless in one frame of reference may become useful or even 
decisive in another. 

We know relatively little about the mechanism through which ideas 
occur to us. They appear to grow in t he mind as we bccomcacquaint ed 
with the material, or per haps as welo other quite different things, , 
•bjMrfltocess that cannot be exactly charted. A man may reach his 
important generalizations in a scmi-intuitive fashion on the basis 
of his general judgment of many different things which he might find 
it difficult to identify. The creative process is a tangle of contradic¬ 
tions, and an analysis of it may be more a matter of psychology than 
of logic. It seems clear, however, that, while certain technical or 
routine tasks can be pushed ahead in almost any circumstances, what 
is needed for a real intellectual advance, for the solution of problems, 
is a more intimate kind of activity and one less subject to control. Ideas 
come from a variety of sources, often quite unexpected or unpromising 
ones. They may be stimulated or crystallized by reading or conversa¬ 
tion, sometimes on matters remote from and apparently quite un¬ 
connected with the subject of inquiry. It seems, then, unwise to close 
off any possible avenue of suggestion: we should be receptive to ideas 
from any source and cast our nets for them as wide as is practically 
possible. 

I should like to mention here that, in my own research, I have found 
monographic studies in the social sciences a particularly fruitful source^ 
of inspiration and ideas. Although an interest in co-operation with the 
social sciences has been identified as one of the important shifts of 
emphasis in recent American historiography, 41 this change in oriental 

41 SSRC Bulletin 64, pp. 13-14 and 21. 
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tion has been bitterly resented by many in the profession. It is curious 
that a main objection to the use of the social sciences for historical 
purposes has been that they impose mechanical and mindless methods, 
techniques that are inappropriate to the complexity of historical ma¬ 
terials, and choke up the sources of imagination and ideas. My own 
experience has been precisely the opposite. I have found in this litera¬ 
ture little that I could borrow in the way of technical devices, with 
the one exception of the technique of scalogram analysis. What I have 
principally gained from these materials, on the contrary, have been new 
ideas and new perspectives which have enabled me to appraise my own 
problems differently and which have suggested questions that it might 
be profitable or illuminating to investigate. It seems to me unfortunate 
that professional limitations of outlook have prevented many historians 
from exploiting more fully the leads they could obtain from this im¬ 
pressive accumulation of ideas and findings in a related field. It appears 
pedantic to insist that historians must play the game according to a 
set of rules, that they cannot use certain procedures or approaches 
because they have been pre-empted by other disciplines and that to 
attempt such borrowings is to distort by newfangled methods the 
clear, pure stream of historical narrative. To limit our search for ideas 
and methods to sources of acknowledged professional or departmental 
orthodoxy places an unnecessary restriction upon our efforts and 
ser ves to defeat our ultimate objectives. 

As a source of ideas there is also, I like to think, a real place for the 
g pecpl at i ve e ssay, even if its conclusions are undemonstrable or un- 
acceptlEiySuch essays, even when we disagree with them, can pro¬ 
vide msights, suggestions, or pointers to further research. I have heard 
it said that we all condemn the philosophers of history—and then crib 
trom them. This is not true, I believe, at least on any large scale, but 
die overemphasis illustrates the point I am trying to make. Even Pieter 
eyl, Toynbee s most notable critic, has something like this to say 
in his essay reviewing Toynbee’s last four volumes: “If one could 
only accept the work as a collection of stories, and glimpses of life, 
and dissertations on aspects and problems, from the history of the 
W ^ r 5 w at a m * ne cur ious and out-of-the-way information . . ., 
what flashes of insight, what instructive juxtapositions even—what 
earning, what brilliance! 42 Books whose conclusions are controver- 
sia or vulnerable may, despite this, be provocative and ill uminating 

42 Debates with Historians, pp. 181-82. 
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and make in their own way a contribution to the progress of historical 
thinking that is not to be disregarded. 

T he second step —testing, verifying, and^appra ising our ideas and 
irfi pirations once we h ave obtaine d them—is obviouslyq^ 
ent kind of procedure. The means by which we derive generalizations 
are irregular and unpredictable. The means by which we verify them 
are, if not altogether controlled by formal rules, at least subjec t to sets 
of assumptions and techniques that are fairly widely accepted. It has 
jbeen well put that “the methods and functions of discovery and proof 
in research are as different as are those of a detective and of a judge 
in a court of law.” 43 It i s the essence of my argument here that in mak- 
ing historical generalizations the secon d step is as n ec essary as the 
first, that bright ideas themselves, that generaliza- ^^g^ 

dons even if reached Intuitively should also meet the test of external 
verification to the satisfaction of others and that we must reject the 
position that, in Sidney Hook’s trenchant words, “the adequacy of the 
historical understanding is determined not by external criteria . . . 
but by a self-certifying insight.^ 1 _ ’ 

It is a common experience in research that insights, though indis¬ 
pensable, are not always reliable. An insight may be merely euphoric 
and commend itself, though this may not be at first perceived, because 
It fits our prejudices or our present beliefs. “What is called an under- 
standing’ of history or of historical events is often merely the feeling 
of satisfaction which comes over us when a new impression or treat¬ 
ment of history falls easily into one or another of the categories already 
accepted and established in our minds.” 45 Insights generally prove of 
unequal value, a proportion of them have to be rejected on further con¬ 
sideration, and many investigators have testified how large this pro¬ 
portion is and how many of the ideas and hypotheses that occurred to 
them had eventually to be discarded. The advancement of knowledge 
depends not only on getting ideas but also on trying them out and 
sifting the good ones from the bad ones. 

Though theory can be a help it can also const itute a haz ard. The 
formulation of one’s Ideas at tod early a st age can result m a rigidity of 
thought from which it is difficult to escape. It is only too easy to be- 

43 w. I. B. Beveridge, The Art of Scientific Investigation (1950; rev. ed.; New 
York: Norton, 1957), p. 123. 

44 Op. cit ., p. 128. 

46 “Proposition XUI” in SSRC Bulletin 54, p. 137. 
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come the prisoner of one s own preconceptions, or even of the precon 
: ce P tions of the system one is attacking. The mind has a tendency to 
i fiU m > when a ste P ^ the argument is missing, with speculations or 
| pseudo-explanations which may blind the researcher to the significance 
i °f his findings and actually impede discovery. Something like this has 
unquestionably happened in my own field of British political history in 
the nineteenth century. The developments of this period have been too 
often dismissed in catch phrases, and it is only recently, by hard die 
gmg and hard thinking, that some scholars have been able to advance 
beyond this level. Though I believe there is a place for the speculative 
t— 3 SSay ’ 1 would add to this that speculation, at least in my experience 
_L does n f P rove very heI P fuI unless it is based on considerable familiar- 
q^ity with the evidence and some careful thinking about it. I do“noMall 
agree with Stuart Hughes’s view that the system-builders, since they 
are alone m a position to give free play to their speculative propensi- 
ties are the writers who actually operate on the ‘frontiers’ of historical 
thinking.’’ 46 A man who tries to cover all fields is not likely to know 
enough about any one field to take him very far into the inwardness of 
events . The contributions of such writers to the problems I am inter¬ 
ested m seem to me jejune and insipid, a secondhand rendering of the 
most common, if not the latest, cliches. The general studies from 
which I have profited have been rather different in character. For ex¬ 
ample, the explorations of Max Weber, Robert Michels, Maurice 
Duverger, Hannah Arendt, or David Riesman are all in part specula¬ 
tive and to some extent vulnerable, but they are based on significant 
accumulations of detailed knowledge and are directed to problems suf¬ 
ficiently restricted m scope so that some progress can be made in 
dealing with them. 

The need for testing one’s insights seems obvious, but it is not 
always remembered. My own impression is that, on the whole, his¬ 
torians have paid too little rather than too much attention to the p7ob- 
. of verification of statementrof any cdttlplexity. Though demand¬ 
ing standards of exactitude unquestionably obtain in the mofession, 
these seem to have been addressed principally to statements of a fairly 
low conceptual level. As Stuart Hughes says, paraphrasing Marc 
0C ' he historian s scrupulous care in ascertaining whether an 
event had in fact taken place contrasted painfully with the amateurish¬ 
ness the same historian manifested when he came to explaining it.” 47 

48 ‘‘The Historian and the Social Scientist ” d 27 

Ibid., p. 21. ' 
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On the other hand, the argument against pedestrianism has served as a 
pretext for historical methods which it seems difficult to justify by any 
considered standard. There still prevails a tradition of “literary his¬ 
tory” in the bad sense, in which large, general statements jazzed up 
with a little swingeing rhetoric take the place of careful analysis, a 
procedure that seems irresponsible in the present state of our igno¬ 
rance. H. A. L. Fisher in his tribute to the Whig historians writes that 
a good history is more likely to emerge “from a few first-class authori¬ 
ties cleverly interpreted by a fresh mind than from a vast and exhaus¬ 
tive miscellany of unequal value.” 48 The implications suggested by 
this statement—that an exhaustive investigation is incompatible with a 
balanced presentation and that a historian is likely to have more insight 
if he has not delved too deeply into his sources—give some food for 
thought. Perhaps not all “literary historians” would so frankly avow 
the basis of their work, but there seems to be more acceptance in prac¬ 
tice of Fisher’s dictum than there probably would be in theory. 

the"direction of gene ralization . A juster criticism of many historical^ 
writers might Be that they have gone too far, further at least than their 
evidence warrants. Many historical works, textbooks especially, 
contain fairly wild, impressionistic general statements for which the 
evidence is not, and is not likely to be, forthcoming. Nor are such 
statements restricted to textbooks; writers of monographs sometimes 
commit the same offense in sections where they try to orient the imme¬ 
diate subject of inquiry in a larger context. My own interest in problems 
of verification springs in part from exasperation with such goings-on. 

I could not bring myself to accept many of the statements I found in 
the history books. It was not merely that these statements were occa¬ 
sionally inconsistent; I also wondered how the authors knew or how 
they could know. 

For these reasons I cannot agree that the most significant statements 
we can make are insights and nothing more or that the epigrams of La 
Rochefoucauld, though I read them with pleasure, are as good as we 
can do by way of historical generalization. I think, on the contrary, 
that we can do better. La Rochefoucauld’s maxims are perhaps more 
fun to read than many historical monographs, partly because the au¬ 
thor was intelligent and witty, qualities that are unfortunately not 
universally distributed in the academic profession, but partly also be- 

48 The Whig Historians: The Raleigh Lecture an History (London: Oxford Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1928), p. 28. 
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cause he was under no particular obligation to worry about the validity 
of his generalizations and could cheerfully disembarrass himself, per¬ 
haps with a qualifying adverb, of the reservations that inevitably 
clutter the writings of social scientists and historians. He was free to 
make impressionistic observations and, if he wished, to point them up 
for effect, to call attention to a particular feature of a situation by 
humorously exaggerating it. Perhaps, however, the humdrum results 
of painstaking scholars whoJiave .surveyed all the availahlp pviHpp rp 
and bring us a report on it may be, though less prepossessing or less 
glamorous, actually more useful for gaining an understand 5ig~5Tt He 
historical process. It should be added that it is by no means inevitable 
either that the professional scholar is always pedestrian TiiFthaF the 
amateur is always inspired. ~ - 


4. The Problem of Procedure 

The argument is sometimes made that, since historical understand¬ 
ing is a matter of insight, judgment, wisdom, and maturity, formal 
techniques are not particularly helpful and it is illusory to suppose that 
< 311 orderl y rec * ta j die evidence, whether the order is statistical or of 
i different kind, will take us much further toward understanding 
the historical past. By this view, to suppose that the methods of history 
can be gradually improved and perfected, like the internal combustion 
enj^iS-to ignore the e ssentially imaginative and intuitive rh,r*rtor 
o - may be r egarded as a special case 

o rffie plea for an intuitive a pproach^ historv which was discussed i,T 
tHeTtefTsiEBn; anff mScT ofwhat I have to say m reply h^ been 
presented there. I wish to add, however, a few special points relating 
_ to questions of technique. 

jftaTceas my example statistical procedures, since these are what I 
know about. This is admittedly a limited subject because elaborate 
statistics are not appropriate for many, perhaps the great majority, of 
historical problems, and it is a mistake to force the use of the method 
when the data will not sustain it. Also, the method, even in cases 
where it can be applied, is laborious: the problems of gathering, clas¬ 
sifying, manipulating, and interpreting the materials for statistical 
wor are more formidable than will probably be appreciated by any¬ 
one who has not attempted this kind of research. Despite these difficul- 
rJ3£s_statistics can perhaps offer certain advantages in subjects where 
t ey can properly be used, and I do not think that their value for his¬ 
torical purposes has been sufficiently explored or that enough attention 
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has been given to the possibility of making verifiable generalizations 
through the formal arrangement of evidence. The bearing of quantifk 
cation on generalization is too large a topic to be adequately discussed \ 
here—it would require a separate essay—but I should like to raise a/ 
few general points. 

Quantitative procedures, which are now so much used for a variety 
of purposes, seem particularly to raise the ha ckles of a large section of _ 
the history profession, and the objections to new and unfamiliar meth¬ 
ods have beerf directed with a special virulence against statistics. 
Protests have come from outside the history profession as well—for 
example, from C. Wright Mills in The Sociological Imagination —and 
the value of some of the monumen tal quantitativ e studies that have 
been condu cted in the United States over the la st_t\vo decades,js„still 
energetically disputed in certain quarters. There have in general been 
two lines of attack upon statistical enterprises: that their findings are 
triviaTh^ and" thartheireonelusig unpro ved or in¬ 

correct. It is argued that such studies have befpn too limited in^utloqk, *'***“**- 
that they have dealt with insignificant problems tHGSFely^ecause they 
could be investigated instead of considering more important ones, and 
that the broader questions which really matter are apparently not 
amenable to this kind of treatment. It is also argued that the precision^ 
of techniques cannot compensate for the inexactitude of the raw data, " v 
that the crudeness of our observations and the vagueness of our funda¬ 
mental categories will not be cured by manipulation of the parapherna¬ 
lia of statistical methods, and that any significant conclusions reached 
by such means must depend on a chain of shaky reasoning that is too / 
long and too vulnerable for the conclusions to be accepted with any ^ 
degree of assurance. 49 

Richard Hofstadter has formulated what he calls the ‘ paradox of 
quantification” arising from the apparent inconclusiveness oFquanti- 
tative studies: 

The essence of this paradox is that the recent use of quantitative methods to 
test historical generalization has resulted in the wholesale destruction of cate¬ 
gories that previously held sway in the historian’s vocabulary without sup¬ 
planting them with new generalizations of comparable significance. ... It is, 
of course, quite conceivable that the uprooted generalizations will be replaced 

49 C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination (New York: Oxford Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1959), chap. 3; Nathan Glazer, “ ‘The American Soldier as Science: 

Can Sociology Fulfill Its Ambitions? 77 Commentary, VIII (1949), 487-96; Cohen, 
pp. 663—65. 
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by interpretations having a more social-psychological cast. But in such case it 
is unlikely that the historian can, with the type of evidence available to him, 
put these interpretations on any better footing than that of intelligent and par¬ 
tially verified guesses. Should this be true, we might find ourselves in posses¬ 
sion o more sophisticated and seemingly more satisfactory explanations 
which would have to stand largely upon a speculative foundation/ 

It must be confessed that quantitative research can be discouraging. 

AP-^dfis-that contribute so~fiar as they go to confirm or refute 
cemm hypothec, but the very invesdgatiouTtkt reSh^SS 
also reveal important exceptions to them that must be explained as 
well. It is also well understood that statistics prove nothing and~that 
the results of a statistical investigation may be undependable for rea¬ 
sons unrelated to the quality of the mathematics in it. Every statistical 
presentation includes two non-statistical steps: (1) the assumptions, 
and the collection of data based on these assumptions, at the begin- 
mng; and (2) the inferences at the end. Both steps contain pitfalls. 

1 he detailed data available for any large historical project will almost 
certainly be incomplete and partly inaccurate, and this fact imposes an 
inevitable limitation on the conclusions ultimately drawn from them, 
furthermore, the inferences at the end are not “proved” by the statis¬ 
tics, they are m fact not statistical statements at all, they are logically 
inferred, and their reliability is determined not by arithmetic but by 
whether we can make a persuasive case for them. This is not to say 
that they are nonsense, but they are matters of logic and judgment, not 
of figures, and for this reason no statistical treatment of a problem can 
ever be entirely objective. These points are, of course, no news. They 
are commonplaces, to be found in all the standard manuals of statistics, 
tansncians are as alert to them as non-statisticians, more so, indeed, 
since die formal structure of their argument necessitates a more ex- 
p rat formulation. Such objections are generally regarded, and cor- 

y, as serving to mark the boundaries of what statistics can do 
rather than to discredit the method. After all these points have been 
allowed for, much is still feasible. 

The significance or reliability of statisticaLxesults are, of course, 

relative matters. I have alreadygwen my reasons fc/Ssihng that. 

attempts to deal with questions that we are not yet in a position to 
answer may be self-defeating. Nor can I concede that a statistical 
demonstration is of necessity less convincing than some otherTdnd, 
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though, of course, statistics can be mishandled as can any other 
method. 

I should argue, on the contrary , that an orderly arran £glD£nt a of ! jthe a 
evidence is ajmajorLstep, toward conaing^to terms witLit^ as anyone 
knows who has had to do desk work of any kind, scholarly or adminis¬ 
trative. A systematic arrangement of this kind can sometimes carry 
further than appeared possible at the outset of the investigation for, as 
we work into a problem, we sometimes find that certain information 
proves usable in ways not expected when we first encountered it. A 
formal arrangement also helps to achieve a greater degree of objec¬ 
tivity. Setting up categories for classifying the evidence necessitates 
some careful thought about their meaning and relevance and in this 
way imposes on the investigator the burden of clarifying his ideas and 
defining his assumptions more explicitly. Most important, a formal 
quantitative arrangement of the evidence forces upon the investiga¬ 
tor’s attention the discrepancies between theories and observation, the 
points at which they do not correspond, in a particularly obtrusive 
fashion. As Robert K. Merton says, the quanti tative anomaly, un like 
ma ny qu alitative ones, cannot be easily evaded. 51 The very nakedness 
of the results, the intolerable character of a discrepancy of this kind, 
acts as a stimulant to reformulation and may also give a good indica¬ 
tion of the direction in which it can best be attempted. 

Hofstadter’s insistence that statistics are destructive rather than 
—constructive, .that they do jijOtjeplace the generalizations they; over¬ 
turn with new formulations of comparable significance, suggests the 
implication, though this may not Have been intended, t hat generalize 
■Hons are useful only when they are absolute or jnvarianr^fft lusw^e 
true, statistics, tinceTR^ exceptions^toevery 

could scarcely provide adequate support for generalizations. The usual 
experience of hlstonaiis, however, seems to be that absolute or in-, 
variant hypotheses are almost never confirmed and that few general 
statements of any significance are completely true. What is most use¬ 
ful jg no r m establish the truth or the falsityjoJ^^ 


^fpmpnt hnr tn d ftrermme ihfijeaa^^ —+1 

gree of the trend. Historians deal with a universe not of absolutes but 
oTp^baEU^r and for a wo rld conceived in these terms statistics 

are the appropriate toolf } 

— Iris essential to make a distinction between a sweepmg general 

B1 “The History of Quantification in the Sciences: Report on a Conference, 

Items, XIV (I960), 3. 
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statement to which no limits are set and a generalization that is based 
on a measurable comparison. The comment by Proust, quoted earlier 
(p. 157), regarding the unwillingness of men to alter their beliefs in 
the light of the facts may serve as an illustration. Proust’s statement at 
once commends itself for it seems amply confirmed by other observa¬ 
tions we have made: most readers would be able to cite illustrations of 
it from their own experience. Yet it is obvious on a moment’s thought 
that the proposition does not invariably hold and that the degree of 
illusion is not the same in all cases. One begins to wonder, on further 
thought, how frequently this kind of thing happens, to what sorts of 
people, in what sorts of circumstances, and how far the degree of self- 
deception varies in different cases. These are questions of a different 
kind, and they require an answer stated in comparative and, if possible, 
^measurable terms. I should argue that general or sweeping statements 
htelncb no qualification are actually less infor mative than state- 

^ compark^ .once we stop asking whether a 

[ given stat e m ent is true and inqui re instead how far it is true the argu¬ 
te 

A final point should be made in regard to the proposition that statis¬ 
tics are destructive rather than constructive, that they tear down gen¬ 
eralizations instead of building them up. I cannot accept the view that 
to test a hypothesis and find it does not work simply leads to a dead 
end. Negative res ults, the exclusion of un acceptable hy:p,Qtheses T -a£^ 
a J Wa Z S use ^^ t hey can be as si gnific ant as pos i- 

. or ^ ave t ^ le resu ^ ts of statistical inquiries always been 
purely negative. 52 For example, the statistical studies of voting be- 
Jj av * or over last generation have enormously d eepened and i m- 
pro^ed our understanding of ^ of poIiticaLch oice and the ~ 
mechanism of a political system. Though much still remains to be 
-elucidated, the discussion of these questions now takes place on a level 

Hofstadter, when he speaks of the failure of statistics to supplant old cate¬ 
gories with new generalizations of comparable significance, cites as one of his 
sources an article which I published some years ago in which I laid a good deal 
of emphasis on the point that the complexity of the evidence worked against 
simple formulations. The results of my research since then have proved more en¬ 
couraging, and I have shifted my position to one of somewhat greater, though still 
guarded optnmsm. See for example, two recent articles of mine, the first dealing 
with problems of stratification and the second dealing with problems of political 
behavior: The Business Interests of the Gentry in the Parliament of 1841-47 ” 
y a u apP ? n d i* in G * Kitson Clark ’ The of Victorian England 

oW™ U f’ PP- 29 °- 305 ’ and “Voting Patterns in the British House 

m th c 1840 S ’, S- be P ubllshed in the January, 1963, issue of Com- 
parative Studies m Society and History . 
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of knowledge and understanding, based on the patient accumulation of 
evidence, that would have been impossible thirty years ago. Beyond 
this, a refinement of the evidence and of the techniques of measuring 
evidence has often proved highly rewarding in terms of new dis¬ 
coveries. 

Of course, no presentation is final, all measurements and descrip¬ 
tions are accurate to only a limited degree, all investigations a re in¬ 
complete, and in any formulation of the resujj^ jiDcese^ 
always be what P. W. Bridgman has happily termed a “penumbra of 
uncertainty. 77 As Bridgman goes on to say, however, it is exactly 
within this penumbra of uncertainty that the important new advances 
are often made. 53 Something like this may be true for the study of his¬ 
tory and of political behavior. Certainly I have had some pleasant con¬ 
firmations of this in my own experience, to an extent altogether be¬ 
yond what I had originally anticipated. The statistical method, though 
it is not in general regarded as an empirical one, can in this sense have a 
heuristic value. In an area where one has already given a g ood deal of ? 
thought to the evidence andTotHe assumptions involved in handling it, 
matenaT gathered to test a particular thesis may not merely refute th^ 
tftesisrfjtiralso'point the way to a new and. more.apgrognate^ioniijJ^ 
tion. Exact measurement s may sometimes provide new_jnsi^ts_an9_ 
new perspectives that one could gain in__no other way. It may be 
graLntedThaTourpresent knowledge is relative and imperfect and our 
present measurements are inexact, but it does not follow from this that 
nothing will be gained by more exhaustive study and more accurate 
measurements. The arb itrary rejection of techniques for refining they 
evidence and making ourgrasp of it more precise not only failsto cure \ 
the disease but aggravates it; it works directly against our best hope i 
for a further understanding of our problems. 

63 The Logic of Modem Physics (1927; new ed.; New York: Macmillan, 1960), 
pp. 33-34. 
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XI. Explicit Data and Implicit 

Assumptions in Historical Study 

BY DAVID M . POTTER 


It is characteristic of priesthoods that, although claiming 
to know the truth, they modestly disavow any personal function in de¬ 
termining it. Instead, they profess to have special access to the sources 
of truth and to be mere passive channels for communicating it from the 
repositories where it lies awaiting discovery—in the entrails of birds 
or in the cryptic phrases of Holy VWrit or, if they are a legal priest¬ 
hood, in natural law or in precedent and stare decisis. 

In this practice the priesthood of historians has been no exception. 
During the era when “scientific history” was in the ascendancy, his¬ 
torians disclaimed any initiative in interpreting the past or ascribing 
meaning to it. Their only role, they insisted, was to gather the data of 
the past and arrange it m chronological sequence, whereupon its mean¬ 
ing—or, m other words, the truth—would reveal itself. 

This faith of the devotees of scientific history that some embodi¬ 
ment of truth lay buried in the sources, waiting only to be unearthed 
and exposed to the light, has now been pretty effectively shattered. It 
is at least thirty years since the oracles of this faith spoke with undis¬ 
puted authority. But though scientific history has almost passed from 
t e scene, it still casts a long shadow. For during the era of its as¬ 
cendancy, it shaped what we call “historical method,” and this method 
has survived, more or less unchanged, long after the historical philoso- 
phy which gave rise to it was swept away. 

Orthodox or formal historical method was shaped at a time when 
men believed that a body of data would reveal its own meaning and 
would interpret itself, if only it were valid or authentic and were ar¬ 
ranged m time sequence. The central problem of method, therefore, 
was to validate the data rather than to interpret them. Hence the prob¬ 
lem of historical interpretation was neglected; indeed, its very exist¬ 
ence as a problem was denied at the theoretical level, and the principal 
questions which the problem of interpretation ought to have posed 
were left to non-historians. Thus, the problem of causation has been 
leh: to the philosophers; the problem of human motivation has been 
left to the psychologists; the problem of social organization has 
178 
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been left to the sociologists. Historians dealt every day with questions 
involving causation, motivation, and social organization, and often by 
virtue of their qualities of personal sagacity they handled these topics 
extremely well. But the anomalous fact remained that the chief prob¬ 
lem which historians recognized in their method was the validation of 
data, while the chief problem which they actually encountered in their 
daily work was the interpretation of the data. Thus, the most impor¬ 
tant achievements of historians were attained in spite of their method 
rather than by means of it. 

After living for a long period under the dominion of scientific his¬ 
tory, historians at last threw off this creed and embraced historical 
relativism. As they did so, they passed from the belief that they could 
attain truth without troubling themselves about theory to the belief 
that they could not attain truth even if they invoked theory. The result 
was a sharp reaction, in which historians atoned for their previous 
pride by professions of self-abasement. They not only repudiated all 
their former claims to objectivity and to absolute knowledge but also 
insisted on making repeated confession of their subjectivism and even 
renounced their right to talk about the ultimate questions of history. 
If truth could not be attained and if the belief that it could was now in 
disrepute, the best way for a historian to avoid the imputation of har¬ 
boring such a discredited belief was for him to abstain from even dis¬ 
cussing what might be regarded as the ultimate questions. 

This reaction showed up in an especially diagnostic way in the atti¬ 
tude of historians toward what had previously been called “causes.” 
Causes, it was now agreed, did not reveal themselves. The historian 
still might try to hunt them down, and, of course, in practice historians 
did continue to seek them, but since they could not be attained in an 
absolute sense, a prudent man might avoid needless exposure to criti¬ 
cism if he would refrain from speaking of causes as such. Accordingly, 
one eminent American historian, in the preface to an important and 
intensive book which cannot be overlooked by anyone who is studying 
the causes of the Civil War, said that his work “is not intended to be a 
discussion of the causes of the Civil War.” It was “only an attempt to 
state a few general impressions as to how events got into such shape 
that they could not be handled by the democratic process.” He went 
on to complain that “some people cannot see the difference between 
such an effort and attempting to state causes.” 1 

1 Avery O. Craven, The Growth of Southern Nationalism, 1848-1861 (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1953), p. x. 
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One of the people who apparently cannot see this difference is J. H. 
Hexter, who in his essay Personal Retrospect and Postscript” writes: 

In the nineteenth century, the word “cause” in either its noun form or its verb 
form would have done the work done by “factor.” ... But somehow, “cause” 
got into trouble with the philosophers and the scientists and was dropped by 
all the best and some of the less good intellectual clubs. The work the word 
had been doing had to go on being done, however, since everyone found it 
necessary to go on talking about the species of relation which “cause” had 
formerly designated. So “factor” was slid into the slot which “cause” had 
once filled in the vocabulary of rational discourse, and this made everybody 
very happy. Thus the human mind progresses—sideways. 2 

But the historians scrupulous avoidance of the word cause did not 
arise merely from the fact that the word got into trouble with the phi¬ 
losophers. Rather their avoidance was symptomatic of what had hap¬ 
pened to historians after they gave up their faith that objectivity was 
attainable. If they could not attain it, they must not even make overt 
use of the concepts that had pertained to it. 

Thus both the cult of scientific history and the reaction against the 
cult placed a barrier between the historian’s practice and his theory. 
The cult told him he could find what he sought without theory, and the 
reaction told him he could not find it even with theory. Hence, the 
development of theory has been inhibited in history as much as in any 
branch of learning. This neglect of theory did not mean, of course, that 
the historian really confined himself, as he often professed to do, to the 
mere compilation of data. In practice, he was constantly attempting to 
work out answers to the questions of causation, motivation, etc., but 
the assumptions of scientific history told him that he found these an¬ 
swers m the data and therefore did not need analytical tools—other 
than those for validating data-to assist him in working them out. 

iter the decline of scientific history, he usually went right on, just as 
before, trying in practice to work out the answers to interpretative 
questions. But his belief that it was impossible to work them out in an 
absolute sense stifled his impulses to formulate any systematic theory. 
Consequently, for the better part of a century now, the historian’s 
assumptions concerning the nature of his own work have prevented 
him from attempting a systematic consideration of the concepts which 
he uses constantly in the course of his work. 

This gap between theory and practice has created a situation which 
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might seem quite extraordinary—indeed, almost incredible—if we 
were not so accustomed to it. Here, in the field of history, is a profes¬ 
sion which has several thousand members in the United States alone. 
These people produce one of the largest bodies of published literature 
issuing from any branch of academic study. They are represented in 
every university in the country, and they are constantly engaged in the 
training of new historians. This training process, leading to the doc¬ 
toral degree, requires a minimum of three years of intensive work after 
the baccalaureate. Historians do not agree on whether their subject is 
a science, but they do virtually all agree that it has a discipline, and 
they are, on the whole, as proud of their discipline and as jealous of it 
as any other group of scholars. 

Essentially, what all of these people are engaged in doing is convert¬ 
ing the raw data which pertain to history, to past human experience, 
into statements, which we also call “history,” about this experience. 
In the process of formulating these statements historians constantly 
work with the relationships between separate items of data—relation¬ 
ships which pertain to the effect of one thing in leading to another 
(what we call “cause”) or to the effect of a given condition or event in 
inducing a particular impulse or purpose (what we call “motivation ’) 
or to the degree of similarity or dissimilarity between given units of 
time in a chronological sequence or given individuals in an aggregate 
(what we call, respectively, “periods” or “groups”) or to many other 
kinds of relationships. In a certain sense this consideration of relation¬ 
ships is the chief part of their work. Yet the literature of their method 
and the procedures of their training give so little attention to the sys¬ 
tematic analysis of such relationships that a majority of those trained 
in history have never confronted the general question of the nature of 
causation or of motivation or of group identity. This may seem singu¬ 
lar, but what is really singular is that many who are being trained are 
not even aware that they have not confronted these questions, and 
many of the men who train them are not aware of it either. 

Such historians, when asked why they have not concerned them¬ 
selves with such questions, will reply with a double-barreled answer. 
They do not need to become entangled in theory, they will first assert, 
because they are not engaged in interpretation; they confine them¬ 
selves to facts. And then they will add that theirs is a pragmatic ap¬ 
proach—that is, one free from a priori generalizations—rather than a 
theoretical one. In a battle between pragmatists and theoreticians they 
will fight to the end, they announce, against the warping of facts to fit 
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ideological formulas. They intend to keep on chopping away at the 
facts and to let the chips fall where they may. They make these asser¬ 
tions with great sincerity and in a way that sounds most convincing 
But is it really the function of the historian to confine himself to 
mere compilation? And can he so limit himself, even if he would? It is 
by no means agreed that he should accept any such narrow and limited 
role. Indeed, we have had two brilliant recent statements—by E. H 
Carr 3 and J. H. Hexter 4 —which, if they are symptomatic, indicate a 
trend toward reasserting the larger responsibilities of the historian 
Carr makes a refreshingly dogmatic reaffirmation of an old axiom 
when he states, without qualification: “The study of history is a study 
of causes.” Hexter shows how heretical an old belief can be made to 
sound when he says: 

In fact, truth about history is not only attainable but is regularly attained It is 
true, for example, that at Waterloo on 18 June 1815 Napoleon I and his army 
were decisively defeated by a coalition army commanded by the Duke of 
Wellington. This is true in the simple sense that it is an accurate description of 
something that happened in the past, and the accurate description of things 
that happened in the past is one of the ends of history writing. But is it an 
adequate description? The answer to that question is another question: “Ade¬ 
quate for what?” The statement as it appears is quite adequate for a dictionary 
of dates. It xs not adequate for a historical study of the era of Napoleon; and if 
by “adequate” is meant a narration of everything thought and said and done 
at vVaterloo that June day, no historical account of any event can ever be ade¬ 
quate. The whole issue has been confused by a failure to make some rudi¬ 
mentary distinctions, the most important being that between knowing some¬ 
thing and knowing everything. To prove that there is nothing about which a 
finite mmd can know everything, is not to prove that there is nothing about 
which a finite mind can know something; and to demonstrate that all human 
knowledge is incomplete and all human truth partial is not to demonstrate that 
all human knowledge is ignorance and all human truth false or some ambiguous 
thing between true and false. That this is the working conviction of historians 
as contrasted with their inept excursions into theory is easy to demonstrate. 

Still, many historians will deny the goals which Carr and Hexter set 
for them and will continue to assert that theirs is a pragmatic consider- 
ation of facts, happily remote from the pitfalls of theory. If this asser- 
non were true, their position would be a difficult one to assail, and the 
need for theory would indeed be doubtful. But the vital question in 

‘Edward Hallett Carr, What Is History? (New York: Knopf, 1962), p. 113. 

4 Op. cit., p. 189. 
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historical study is whether this choice between a pragmatic approach 
and a theoretic approach really exists. Or is the actual situation one in 
which the historian inescapably applies theoretical assumptions to his 
data, as the only possible alternative to leaving them in chaos? If such 
is the situation, then the real choice is between the conscious applica¬ 
tions of reasoned and stated assumptions and the unconscious applica¬ 
tion of unreasoned and unrecognized assumptions. 

The historian, in his compulsive wish to be pragmatic, has been 
very arbitrary in his readiness to recognize the role of theory in the 
forms in which he can abstain from it, while refusing to recognize its 
existence when it appears in the implicit forms in which he cannot 
avoid using it. Thus, historians have always agreed that (to state in 
other words a point that Hans Meyerhoff makes above) 5 an investiga¬ 
tor who seeks to find the principles which apply as universal laws 
throughout history must resort to theory. If a historian is going to look 
for the cycles which regularly recur or for the basic sequences which 
always repeat themselves or for the parallels between various civiliza¬ 
tions, of course he must reckon with theory. In other words, historians 
do not deny that the class of generalizations which Gottschalk defines 
above in his fourth, fifth, and sixth categories 6 inescapably involves a 
use of theory. But also, most historians make it a matter almost of 
pride to avoid generalizations at this high level of analogy, abstraction, 
or universality, and to confine themselves to more limited statements. 
Often such statements merely set forth two or more items of “fact,” 
with, of course, an implied relation between them. Many historians 
fondly believe that such statements are factually pure and free of any 
infection of theory. 

Yet even statements which appear to be most “factual” and most 
limited are often based upon assumptions so broad and ridden with 
implications so extensive that when one recognizes these aspects the 
whole distinction between high-level generalization and low-level 
generalization, or even between factual statements and theoretical 
statements, tends to break down. Two or three examples may serve to 
illustrate this point. 

Take the statement “The pro-slavery wing of the Democratic 
Party blocked Van Buren’s nomination in 1844, and in 1848 he ran for 

6 Pp. vi, n. 2 and 129, n. 17. 

6 Pp. 113-14 above. 
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the presidency on the Free Soil ticket.” 7 The facts that are stated here 
are relatively solid; no one is likely to deny their correctness. But 
there is implied a relationship between them: what the proslavery 
Democrats did to Van Buren in 1844 had a bearing on his attitude to¬ 
ward Free Soil in 1848. Indeed, a motive is implied: perhaps because 
they defeated him, he turned against them. But to ascribe this motive 
alone is to minimize other possible motives, including especially his 
sincere ideological commitment to the antislavery cause. In broader 
terms, a theory of motivation is involved and is applied to the data—a 
theory which stresses the importance of considerations of self-interest 
rather than the power of ideals. Yet the historian who writes such a 
statement may never have formulated in his own mind a coherent atti¬ 
tude toward the problem of human motivation. The questions must 
arise, therefore, whether it would be possible in his training to make 
him more aware of the kinds of unconscious assumptions which he and 
his fellows are most likely to use and, if this could be done, whether 
the quality of his historical statements would be improved. 

Let us look at another statement: “The Radical Republicans de¬ 
feated Lincoln s mild program and inaugurated the era of drastic re¬ 
construction. This relatively simple sentence, though apparently de¬ 
void of theory, contains at least three very broad generalizations, each 
one treacherous in the extreme. First is a generalization which ascribes 
to an unstated number of individuals a common identity strong enough 
to justify classifying them as a group—namely, the Radical Republi¬ 
cans—and ascribes to this group a crucial role in defeating one policy 
and implementing another. Yet, in terms of analysis historians have 
had great difficulty either in defining what constituted a Radical or in 
proving that any given aggregate of individuals formed a truly cohesive 
Radical bloc. Second is a chronological generalization—that a certain 
time span was pre-eminently significant for the process of what is called 
Reconstruction” setting up new regimes in the Southern states and 
restoring them to the Union—rather than for other developments, such 
as industrialization. Yet, that process lasted for very diverse intervals 
of time in various states, and the long-range problem of the relation¬ 
ship of Negroes and Whites continued to be important long after the 
so-called Reconstruction was “ended.” Third is a generalization about 
the degree of severity of Reconstruction, which involves not only a 


7 Tliis statement and the two which follow on pp. 184-85 are invented by the 
Xmarion are t0 be ^ illustrative of well-known types of historical 
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verdict on the over-all effect of a whole series of acts of Congress but 
also an opinion on what kind of settlement can be regarded as drastic 
in the case of a defeated belligerent. Many of the measures adopted 
during Reconstruction are now regarded as salutary for instance, the 
establishment of public education in some states—and other measures, 
such as the Amnesty Acts, do not conform to the generalization that 
Reconstruction was drastic. 

May I offer one more example of a seemingly “factual statement 
with little apparent infusion of theory? Suppose it is said that John 
Wilkes Booth shot Lincoln at 10:30 p.m. with a derringer, at point 
blank range, behind the left ear, the bullet moving through his brain 
toward the right eye; and Lincoln died at 7:22 a.m. the next day. In 
formal terms this is a recital of a series of facts, but it is, in its implica¬ 
tions, almost inescapably also an explanation of cause the cause of 
Lincoln’s death. In this statement there are several assorted items, all 
assumed to be part of the causative complex but unanalyzed concerning 
their relative part in the total result. These factors include an assassin 
(Booth), a ballistic weapon (the derringer), and a physical injury 
(Lincoln’s wound). A physician would explain Lincoln s death in 
terms of the wound, and a ballistics expert would explain it in terms of 
the weapon; the historian in our culture would probably take the 
wound and the weapon for granted and would explain it in terms of the 
assassin. But this choice is culturally conditioned, for if the death had 
been caused by a special, previously unknown weapon or if Lincoln s 
assassin were being described by a writer in a culture which did not 
possess firearms, probably the derringer would receive primary atten¬ 
tion. This observation is not meant to suggest that the historian ought 
to discard his cultural assumptions and to spell out every one of the 
infinitude of circumstances, from gravitation on, which are taken for 
granted in any situation. But it is to suggest that he might well have a 
more carefully reasoned basis for selecting as significant the factor 
which he does decide to emphasize. ^ . 

Probably the historian would place the focus upon Booth individ¬ 
ually not because Booth pulled the fatal trigger but because Booth 
planned the killing and without Booth it would not have happened. 
Without the derringer, presumably, it would have happened anyway, 
with some other weapon. If the killing had been planned by the Con¬ 
federates and Booth had been a mere instrument for them, as his der¬ 
ringer was for him, he too would be de-emphasized by the historian. 
Implicitly, it would seem that to the historian, faced with a multiplic- 
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ity of factors, the significant ones are the ones without which the 
event would not have occurred. But this is by no means a firm cri¬ 
terion, for usually a multiplicity of circumstances are necessary to the 
event (for instance. Lincoln’s presence at the theater, the negligence of 
his guards, the physical layout of the presidential box and the ante¬ 
room beyond it), 8 but the historian is likely to treat most of these as 
being either understood or insignificant, without ever defining, either 
for himself or for others, the bases of his selection. 

The point here, however, is not to settle upon the cause of Lin¬ 
coln s death but rather to recognize that it is almost impossible to 
make a simple factual” statement about the circumstances of his 
death without basing it upon assumptions about the nature of causation 
and what makes particular facts significant or insignificant. 

If the above statements about Van Buren, the Radical Republicans, 
and Lincoln should be taken together, the striking thing about them is 
t at in form they all resemble one another to a considerable degree. 
AH appear to be mere narrative statements about what occurred. In 
terms of Gottschalk s six categories of historical generalization, all 
rail into either the first or second, the lowest levels of generalization, 9 
or there is no broad comparison or analogy or abstraction or univer¬ 
salizing about them. At first glance, they would hardly be regarded as 
involving generalization at all. But though they seem alike in their 
factuality and in their avoidance of overt or explicit generalization, 
actually they are all suffused with implicit generalizations. These gen¬ 
eralizations, although similar in level, are extremely diverse in kind, 
for one involves assumptions about motivation, another about clas- 
si cation, and the third about causation. Even in a pure narrative, 
therefore, where interpretative or explanatory or analytical discussion 
is most rigorously suppressed, the mere inclusion of items of“fact” in 
a particular sequence will suggest one relationship rather than another 
for die individuals involved in the events, one motivation rather than 
another for their acts, one cause rather than another for the course of 
events, and even one criterion rather than another for making an evalu¬ 
ation of what happened. 

But if these simple statements are indeed enmeshed with assump¬ 
tions of the broadest theoretical kind, we must then conclude that the 


activlfawnr rV 7 b ^ “ ere1 / conduclve while Booth was an 

h“ bU - thlS "ST? 11 raises th <= questions: Can one systematically use 
his criterion to distinguish what is significant, and do historians do so? 

*Pp. 113-14 above. 
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historian really cannot abstain from generalization and cannot escape 
theory. The choice before him is not between a “factual” and a “theo¬ 
retical” approach but between, on the one hand, theoretical assumptions 
which have been recognized and, so far as possible, made rational and 
explicit and, on the other hand, unrecognized, half-hidden assumptions 
which remain unordered and chaotic. 

If the true choice lies between the latter pair, it would seem to fol¬ 
low that one of the most important questions for historians today is: 
Can their common, working assumptions be systematized and refined 
to some degree and raised above the threshold of the subconscious? 
If there is to be a method for the practices which historians actually 
engage in and not merely for those which they imagine that they en¬ 
gage in, such an ordering of the historian’s interpretative procedures 
would seem to be of the essence. 

When I state this problem as a question, I intend it as a question- 
one to which the answer is really in doubt, for there are immense dif¬ 
ficulties in the way of reducing the almost infinite range of operative 
historical assumptions to a system. 

At one stage in the work of the Committee on Historical Analysis, I 
attempted to draw up an abstract statement of what historians write 
about, with the thought that if one could state in comprehensive terms 
what themes they deal with, it might then be possible to make at least 
a tentative inventory of what kinds of generalizations they use in con¬ 
nection with these themes. My effort resulted in the following state¬ 
ment, which I set down here not because 1 believe it to be adequate but 
because it may serve to illustrate the problem of identifying various 
kinds of generalizations: 

Historical writing, in all its various forms, deals with people, as individuals or 
as aggregates, acting in relation to other individuals or aggregates, respon mg, 
with more or less freedom of response, to forces in the primary or secondary 
environment and motivated to follow a course of thought or action, often in 
preference to alternative courses of thought or action—with the result that 
certain developments become manifest. These manifestations, taking p ace in 
a context of specific culture and institutions, modify and are modified by the 
context, and historical change occurs. Historical writing also frequently offers 
conclusions, if not on the virtue and wisdom, at least on the effectiveness an 
suitability of given courses of thought or action. 

In this statement, what kinds of generalizations may one identify? 
The term aggregate certainly points to the frequency of the classifica- 
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tory generalizations which are discussed above in Finley’s 10 and 
Wright s 11 articles and which involve the tricky question of deciding 
when a pattern of associations shows the existence of an organic group 
such as a faction, a school of thought, or a nationality—entities whose 
existence is commonly assumed without analysis. The concept that 
“historical writing . . . deals with . . . individuals . . . responding, 
with more or less freedom of response, to forces in the . . . environ¬ 
ment would place a focus upon examination of the generalizations 
about the extent to which events are deterministically controlled, 
without real choice on the part of the participants, and would also 
involve a scrutiny of concepts about the nature of the impact of en¬ 
vironment. Historians who stress environmental forces frequently de¬ 
scribe these forces in detail and then simply make assumptions about 
their impact, without real analysis of the data pertaining to the impact 
and without much attention to the character of the society upon which 
the forces impinge. It is sometimes asserted, for instance, that Fred¬ 
erick Jackson Turner s frontier had upon people with an Anglo-Ameri- 
can, nineteenth-century culture a certain impact which it has not had 
upon other peoples with other cultures. 

To continue: If my statement regarding the content of history is at 
all valid, historians are constantly concerned with the motivation of 
people in past situations, as such people follow one course of action or 
another. Historians constantly ascribe or at least imply motive in spe¬ 
cific situations but without any general theory of the nature of motiva¬ 
tion and without adequate recognition of what the behavioral scientists 
know about motivation. When Alexander George explains the conduct 
of Woodrow Wilson in terms of psychological compulsions arising 
from his childhood relations with his father; 12 when William Allen 
White explains the same conduct in terms of Wilson’s fiercely Cal- 
vinistic principles; 13 and when someone else explains it in terms of the 
fact that Wilson found that he gained success by appealing to the 
people over the heads of the legislators when he was governor of New 
Jersey and during die days of the New Freedom and that he simply 
continued to use, with ultimately disastrous results, a tactic which for 


M P. 21 above. 
11 P. 36 above. 
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a long while had served him well 14 —when such writers give their vari¬ 
ous interpretations, they are in part disagreeing about their immediate 
subject, but perhaps to a greater degree they are merely applying to it 
their disagreement about the nature of human motivations. 

If I may use my definition still further, the practice of historians in 
treating certain developments as resulting from prior circumstances or 
events means that, as Carr has said, the study of history is inescapably 
the study of causes. Here again, when historians offer alternative ex¬ 
planations of what caused a given event, the nature of causation rather 
than of the specific event may be the issue on which they disagree. 
Yet usually, if they debate the point, they will couch their argument in 
terms of the event and not in terms of a philosophy of causation. 

Without attempting to wring all the other possible themes of gen¬ 
eralization from my trial definition above, I might point out two other 
frequent forms of generalization which are suggested. One of these is 
generalization about the nature of the interplay between, on the one 
hand, developments and, on the other, the context of culture and insti¬ 
tutions within which developments occur. Almost every historian has 
had occasion to apply assumptions about this interplay. For instance, 
the character of a culture clearly influences the character of govern¬ 
ment as an institution, but does the institutional character of the public 
authority also influence the character of the culture or the personality 
structure of individuals in the culture? Should a development such as 
the desegregation of the schools be explained primarily in terms of 
institutional change—that is, the reversal of judicial rulings between 
Plessy v. Ferguson and Brown v. Board of Education —or should it be ex¬ 
plained in cultural terms, such as the changes in the educational and 
economic status of the Negro and the changes in popular attitudes 
toward race? The historian’s assumptions concerning questions like 
these are likely to shape his treatment of events fully as much as his 
scrutiny of the specific data will shape it. 

To mention one more class, there are also the evaluative generaliza¬ 
tions. Historians sometimes conceal from themselves the fact that they 
use such generalizations, and they say that they abstain from moral 
judgments of good or evil. Some of them may indeed succeed in this 
act of abnegation. But it is hardly possible to explain why a given pro¬ 
gram did not accomplish its objectives, why a given policy did or did 
not have beneficial results, without in fact making assumptions about 

M H. C. F. Bell, Woodrow Wilson and the People (Garden City, N.Y.: Double¬ 
day, Doran, 1945). 
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the wisdom of given political tactics or the needs of a given society. The 
historian may avoid what Carr calls the “Good Queen Bess” and the 
“Bad King John” school of generalization, but he can hardly make an 
assertion that a given policy “succeeded” or “failed,” that a given 
leader was ^realistic” or “unrealistic,” that a given decision was “ef¬ 
fective or ineffective ’ without applying evaluative criteria of what 
is beneficial for society. Evaluative generalizations, solemnly exor¬ 
cised at the front door, will inevitably creep in at the side entrance, 
and the historian will be their victim less often if he fixes them with a 
steady eye than if he insists they are not there. 

The urgency of the need for a systematic awareness of the latent 
generalizations which pervade most of our explicit historical state¬ 
ments is all the greater in view of the ambiguous relationship between 
the historian s ideas and his data. He always writes as if he were de- 
riving the ideas from the data rather than selecting the data in the light 
of his ideas (which would be “unhistorical”). But in actual practice, 
does not the historian often derive his view of history from his per¬ 
sonal philosophy rather than from his analysis of the evidence? If he 
and another historian disagree, is their disagreement always inherent 
in the evidence or is it often a disagreement about the generalization 
which is to be applied to the evidence? Every historian will recognize, 
no doubt, that subjective factors are certain to influence his colleagues, 
an conceivably even himself. But what we do not always recognize 
perhaps is that what appears to be argumentation about a specific his¬ 
torical problem may really be controversy about the nature of the 
forces that operate in human society. Insofar as it is the latter, it could 
not possibly be solved in the terms in which it is being discussed— 

which is one reason why historical controversies are so seldom re- 
solved. 

Two examples will, I believe, reinforce this point. One is that tired 
bromide: Did the slavery issue cause the Civil War? Historians cus¬ 
tomarily discuss this in the context of a time-honored sequence of 
data: the abolition movement, the Compromise of 18J0, Uncle Tom's 
Cabin, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Bleeding Kansas, the Dred Scott 
Decision, the Lmcoln-Douglas debates, etc. But after they have done 
this, historian A will then conclude that the power of antislavery ideals 
caused the war, historian B will conclude that the rivalry between 
agrarian and industrial interests caused a clash that was deterministi¬ 
cally inescapable, and historian C will conclude that irrational emo¬ 
tions, springing from unrealistic mental images, were at the bottom of 
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things* The questions arise, therefore, to what extent is any one of 
these historians deriving his generalizations from the familiar litany of 
events which he ceremonially recites or to what extent is he bringing 
them in from some unstated locus of origin—from philosophy, from 
his unconscious, from his culture, from his daily observation of how 
human affairs work, or from elsewhere? 

Again, in the current historical literature on Populism one historian 
will explain the Populist impulse in terms of an idealistic reaction 
against exploitation and gross economic injustices; another will ex¬ 
plain it in terms of simple self-interest—the desire of debtors and 
farmers to gain a better economic position vis-a-vis creditors and in¬ 
dustrialists; still another will explain it in terms of the reactions of a 
social class which felt itself psychologically threatened. Here again, 
the incongruities lead one to face a question. Is the documented, mate¬ 
rial on Populism the source from which these writers draw their gen¬ 
eralizations or is it rather the medium in which they argue their 
generalizations? 

If these examples are valid, their implication is drastic indeed. For 
they come painfully close to suggesting that until historians recognize 
their own generalizations they will frequently not even understand 
what it is intrinsically that they are discussing. This would be even 
worse than not being aware of the assumptions which they have 
employed. 

In sum, what all this amounts to is that generalization in history 
is inescapable and that the historian cannot avoid it by making limited 
statements about limited data. For a microcosm is just as cosmic as a 
macrocosm. Moreover, relationships between the factors in a micro¬ 
cosm are just as subtle and the generalizations involved in stating these 
relationships are just as broad as the generalizations concerning the 
relation between factors in a situation of larger scale. 

There is another aspect which makes the conscious recognition of 
implicit assumptions more urgent than it has been in the past. This is 
the fact that we now have from the behavioral sciences a far better 
body of learning with which to criticize historical assumptions than we 
had in the past. A half-century ago, if a writer made assumptions 
about the nature of the relationships between the collectivity of indi¬ 
viduals who formed a nationality, he would have found very little re¬ 
search by means of which to criticize these assumptions, even if he 
spelled them out. But today studies by Karl Deutsch of the nature of 
the relationships involved in the forging of nationality would offer 
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valuable critical tests against which any assumptions could be tried. 16 
Similarly, if in the past a writer unconsciously attributed motive to 
irrational impulses, it would have done him no good to formulate his 
unconscious assumption, for scholarly knowledge of the workings of 
the human mind ended at the limits of rationality, but today we know 
enough about the nature of the unconscious to be able to some degree 
to evaluate our hunches about unconscious motivation. Similarly, an 
improved knowledge of social structure offers us guide lines for judg- 
mg the worth of assumptions about the relationships between social 
classes if these assumptions are overt and can be examined. In short, 
the more knowledge we have from any quarter concerning the nature 
ot man and of society, the more imperative it becomes to put our ideas 
about man and society into a form such that they can be corrected in 
e light of this knowledge. But only when assumptions are made ex¬ 
plicit and are consciously recognized is it possible to refine them, criti¬ 
cize them, and bring related knowledge to bear on them. 


While this statement of the need for a better approach to the prob¬ 
lem ot historical assumptions and generalizations is a personal expres¬ 
sion and not a statement from the Committee on Historical Analysis, 
it is true, nonetheless, that considerations along the same line as these 
influenced the Committee to settle upon the question of generalization 
as the most crucial problem to which they could turn their attention. 
If histoncal writing is not really a statement of a series of items of 
data in isolation from one another but is rather a statement of a series 
of relationships, specified or implied, between the items of data, then 
formal historical method does not effectively deal with what historical 
wrinng deals with, and there is an acute need to bring the two within 
hailing distance of each other.* Therefore, to state again a personal 
opinion which is shared to a considerable extent by members of the 
Committee, nothing is more urgent for historians than for them to 
analyze their practice of generalization, to define the principal kinds of 
generalization which they engage in, to subject these to critical study, 
and to seek an organized, conscious view of elements which have 


Wiwtna'm Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication (New York- John 
StTch « J e p^> fr PreSS Massachusetts I nsrimte of Technology, 9^ 
~ Kmi Mmk A ’“ 

EditorJ C ^ ^ ^ tan: ^PP* above) for a similar recommendation.— 
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remained unorganized and unrecognized though ubiquitous in historical 
writing. 

Obviously, this is more easily said than done; in the span of six 
years the Committee has not been able to accomplish much more than 
to reconnoiter the problem and take findings on the present use of 
generalization and the present views of specialists in various fields 
concerning the question. Any attempt to make a systematic analysis of 
particular kinds of generalization—as, for instance, about causation or 
motivation or of an evaluative nature—was precluded by the fact that 
practicing historians do not specialize in one kind of generalization or 
another. They use all kinds in their daily work, and, therefore, no 
panel of working historians could have been found who were prepared 
to divide the various kinds of generalization among them and to deal 
seriatim with each in turn. 

This is a difficulty at the practical level. At the theoretical level 
there is an even more formidable difficulty. For it is perhaps more than 
conceivable that the process of historical interpretation is simply too 
intricate to be reduced to any kind of rules or formulas. In the selec¬ 
tion of data, it has now come to be accepted as a truism that the his¬ 
torian—or, at least, the Modem historian has an infinity of data 
from which to select and that his criteria of selection must be sensitive 
indeed. Yet if the responsibility of selecting from an infinity of data 
seems forbidding, E. H. Carr has suggested an even more awesome 
responsibility. 16 As he argues, the historian, in explaining the causes of 
an event, is faced with an infinity of antecedent circumstances, both 
remote and immediate, which contributed in some degree to shaping 
that event. He must also select, therefore, among an infinity of rela¬ 
tionships as well as among an infinity of data. This analysis of rela¬ 
tionships is considerably more complex than the analysis of data, for 
in circumstances where the historian is dealing with alternative state¬ 
ments of fact, one alternative is likely to be invalid if the other is valid. 
Thus, if we are told both that Sergeant Boston Corbett shot John 
Wilkes Booth dead as he ran out of a bam in Maryland and that Booth 
escaped and fled to Texas, the acceptance of one statement as valid will 
automatically dispose of the other as false. But if we say that Booth 
was able to shoot Lincoln because of his special familiarity with 
Ford’s Theater and that Booth was able to shoot Lincoln because of 
negligence by Lincoln’s guard, both statements have a basic validity, 

16 Op. cit pp. 138-39. 
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and tests of validity are, therefore, of no value in deciding which 
statement is more significant. 

If the historian has a responsibility not only to work in a context 
of infinite items of data but also of an infinity of attendant circum¬ 
stances for each item of data, his only criterion of selection, as Carr 
observes, must be the significance of the points which he chooses to 
emphasize. But we have no yardsticks for measuring significance. The 
evaluation of significance may be a matter of sagacity and applied ex¬ 
perience which cannot be taught as method. When we encounter this 
sagacity in politics, we call it statesmanship, and we do not for a 
moment suppose that students can be trained in school to be statesmen. 

hen we encounter it in historical studies, we are likely to call it “an 
awareness of the historical process” (akin to what Finley 17 calls “pro¬ 
fessionalism”), and we are justified in a skepticism about whether this 
awareness can be reduced to rules any more than statesmanship can. 
t is y no means a presumption, therefore, that the use of generaliza- 
tion can be reduced to a science merely by shifting the spotlight of 
method away from the questions of the validity of data, with which 
historians are only occasionally concerned, to an analysis of the nature 
of historical relationships, with which they are constantly concerned. 

Whether a systematic analysis and a systematic approach to this 
problem can ever be developed or not, it would seem that the mere 
effort to develop them might have therapeutic value. Surely it would 
temper the recklessness of many historians who are scrupulously ob¬ 
jective about their data but subjective about the relationships within 
the data. It would help to define what is really at issue in many histori¬ 
cal controversies where the ostensible point of dispute is only the hook 
on which the real disagreements are hung. And it would serve the 
purpose which is served by many other unattainable goals, such as the 
goal to know thyself.” For even a failing attempt to get there would 
fake the historian far along a road which he needs to travel. 

17 Pp. 33-34 above. 
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XII. Summary 

BY LOUIS GOTTSCHALK 


As indicated in the Foreword, the essays in this volume are 
divided into two parts. Some of them were designed to deal with his¬ 
torical generalization in relation to specific periods, areas, or prob¬ 
lems, while others were the consequence of speculation on the generic 
problem of historical generalization. It will not have escaped notice 
that Part I falls into three subdivisions. One deals with a field of his-f 
tory remote in time, another with an area remote in space to the 
Vfestem historian, and a third with specified problems of Modem 
history. 

Starr and Finley work in a field of history chronologically distant 
from its modem historians. Without being averse to limited and tenta¬ 
tive abstractions in historical writing, Starr is one of the more nominal¬ 
istic of the essayists in this volume. After suggesting that whether or 
not specific statements can be called true is itself a basic philosophical 
problem, he raises the question: Are general statements provable at 
all? He points out that while his field (Greece of the Classical period) 
has long been intensively cultivated, the experts “share to an amazing 
degree a common outlook on the problems.” On the other hand, he 
indicates, the information available on many of them is extremely in¬ 
adequate. Statistical inferences are possible only for limited numbers 
within limited categories; parallels to other societies are intuitive and, 
though more common, also more dubious. Generalizations inherited 
from a long tradition of Classical scholarship have been thoroughly 
analyzed and debated and remain debatable, while the steady flux of 
newly discovered sources makes any new ones tentative and induces the 
timid to eschew generalization altogether. Hence, Starr thinks that I 
while “Ancient historians ... are more inclined to draw universal) 
laws of human nature . . . than are students of more modem eras,” 
others among them “dissent strongly from any but the most limited 
generalization, on the grounds that historical development is a series of 
unique events which can only be chronicled (pp* 4 and 8). 

About half of Starr’s essay is devoted to an examination of examples 
of two kinds of generalization. One kind—the quantitative is illus- 
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trated by the labeling generalization termed n Achievement. According 
to those who have devised the term, the n Achievement of a given 
civilization at a given epoch is proportional to the number of men in it 
who are energetic risk-takers; their number can be roughly estimated 
by scoring the achievement imagery in that civilization’s imaginative 
stories; and from mathematical tables produced by that method, it can 
be inferred that rises in n Achievement presumably caused rather than 
were caused by Greek economic growth (and falls in n Achievement 
presumably caused rather than were caused by economic decline). 
Starr criticizes this method not because he considers the generalization 
m question false but in part because insofar as it is correct, “it is al¬ 
ready known through other, more subjective, means,” making elabo¬ 
rate quantitative proof unnecessary. Moreover, Berlew’s units of 
measurement of n Achievement seem to Starr to be themselves pos¬ 
ited upon subjective assumptions: “Whenever I have analyzed sci- 
ennfic efforts to ^reduce historical phenomena to measurable quanti¬ 
ties, Starr says, “I have found that the basic periodizations and hidden 
values which determine the grouping and selection of statistical data 

have been those already given by the historical discipline itself” (p. 

12 ). 

The second kind of generalization with which Starr deals is illus¬ 
trated by a more qualitative approach. The example selected holds 
that, contrary to the general view, the Greek citizen felt no strong 
sense of political identification with an ideal community but rather 
considered himself an individual in a rural, personal situation. The 
method used, as Starr describes it, is: (1) relying heavily on the 
Homeric poems, to investigate the occurrence or absence and the 
meaning of terms relevant to this proposition, and (2) to portray 
Alcibiades as an outstanding (and presumably representative) example 
of the conscious individualist. Though the two theses under examina¬ 
tion may overlap, for n Achievement and individualism in a personal 
situation may well have a high correlation, Starr believes that the one 
based upon the qualitative method, though open to question, is more 

like y to convince historians than the one based upon the quantitative 
method. ^ 

. Star “ hen maIc es some generalizations about the use of generaliza¬ 
tions. The unsatisfactoriness of those already risked has produced a 
tendency among students of Classical history to frown upon generali¬ 
zations altogether—a skepticism which Starr himself treats with a de¬ 
cent respect. Nevertheless, he concludes that “in far too many essays 
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and volumes on Ancient history the process of generalization is unduly 
limited” (p. 18); and he argues: “Generalization is not to be con- ( 
demned if it is personally based. As inheritors of the rational tradition 
of Western civilization we need to apply firmly logical principles to 
our specific facts.” The interpretations of a sound scholar “will per¬ 
suade some of his confreres and will stimulate those who disagree into 
a deeper, wider investigation of the subject” (p. 15). Starr suspects, ’ 
besides, that even those historians who “seek security of mind” in an ^ 
unstable world “by working on the level of the specific . . . will) 
generalize unconsciously” (p. 21). 

Finley, while no less unhappy than Starr about some of the gen- _ 
eralizations that have been ventured by writers of Ancient history, 
starts out vigorously with the thesis that the historian cannot avoid 
generalization. If, Finley argues, a historian in fact refused to 
construe words by means of concepts and to translate concepts from 
one context into another, “he could safely say no more than that indi¬ 
vidual X performed action Y in a given place on a given day” (p. 23). 
(Cf. the comments on who, doing what, where , and when on p. 125.) 

But historians do say more, and, according to Finley, the expected 
result follows: “Every historian is plunged into all-pervading causes 
the moment he goes beyond mere naming or counting or dating” 
(pp. 28-29). The first question, therefore, becomes for this author 
“not how much or how little generalization” the historian may permit 
himself “but what kinds and levels of generalization” (p. 20). 

In Finley’s view several kinds of historical generalization are “in-, 
dispensable” (p. 21). He first considers the classijicatory —compare 
Wright’s labeling generalization (p. 36)—which he illustrates by a 
number of examples, foremost of which is the classification slave. His 
argument runs that, whatever misconceptions the modern label may 
convey because it inexactly translates Hellenic concepts or betrays, 
to use Starr’s phrase, “modem states of mind” (p. 13)—any more 
Hellenic term would still have to be translated into some concept or 
other freighted with the connotations and denotations that the later 
historian would bring to it. Finley then takes up the problem of pe¬ 
riodization or, as he calls it, “classification by period” (p. 23). Analyz¬ 
ing some recent work on Roman law, he indicates that assumptions 
about periodization in political history may impose an unexplained or 
unjustified organization of the subject matter to be presented and may 
bring in their wake other unexamined assumptions or generalizations. 
Next, Finley takes up the kinds of generalizations that come under the 
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headings of interrelations of events and causes (p. 26). The historian 
who deals with a theme like mar, he contends, does not avoid causal 
generalization because he chooses to deal with a particular war and to 
shun all-pervading factors.” Generalizations that are unexpressed 
(such as: War is a natural fact like life and death) may be less de¬ 
fensible, more likely to reflect the “objective” historian’s role in his 
own society, than the avowed generalizations that he sedulously tries 
to avoid as subjective and unverifiable (p. 28). 

Finley then goes on to consider the relation of generalization to 
extrapolation, or inferences to fill the gaps between one known but iso¬ 
lated episode and another. (Compare Gottschalk’s remarks [p. 118] 
on imagination in historical writing.) While Finley distinguishes 
extrapolations from generalizations, he holds that the former may rest 
on the latter. Gaps in historical knowledge may sometimes be filled by 
examining comparable developments in other societies or periods. 
But, the author warns. Ancient historians when using comparative so¬ 
cial analysis are under a particular burden to make certain that the 
labels and assumptions borrowed from outside are indeed analogous, 
and he thinks that professionalism (“among other things, the habit of 
mind which comes from experience with historical study and reflec- 
tion [pp. 33-34]) will tell the historian the right questions to ask, 
though without necessarily providing the right answers, for verifica- 
aon of historical generalizations may not be attainable beyond the es¬ 
tablishment of a greater or lesser probability. 

' Analysis of the problem, Finley concludes, perhaps can be done 
ieast effectively in Ancient history, where the sources are limited and 
the dependence on Classicists and other non-historians is great. Never¬ 
theless, the issues in one historical period are not essentially different 
from those in another” (p. 35) (and, presumably, solutions in one 
period will have their bearing upon others). 

Wright and Bodde deal with the history of an area, China, some of 
whose history is remote in time and all of whose culture normally is 
remote m experience to the Western historian. Wight feels that be- 
cause of a paucity of verified data, the historian of China is tempted to 
employ inferences assumptions, and generalizations freely, although 
the paucity in his field—unlike that in Ancient history—is due not to 
lack of sources but to lack of scholarly exploitation of them. 

Wright first indicates that there are at least two different kinds of 
generalizations—general terms that form categories (e.g., “time of 

198 





Summary 


troubles”) and general statements which take the form of laws (e.g., 
“ideas generally proceed along the trade routes”). He calls the first 
kind “labeling generalizations” and the second “regularity generaliza¬ 
tions” (pp. 36-37). He devotes his initial attention to generalizations 
derived during ages of earnest study of history from the self-image of 
the Chinese literati. Among these he places the labeling generalization 
“the Central Kingdom.” This label, he points out, has led Chinese 
historians to think of China not only as the center of the civilized 
world but also as a country with a high but common set of cultural 
values. Interrelated with this labeling generalization is the dynastic 
cycle,” which is a regularity generalization implying that politics go 
through the same life-cycle as man. Hence it leads not only to the 
drawing of doubtful parallels in the organization of Chinese dynastic 
histories (the birth, growth, maturity, senescence, and death of the 
successive dynasties) but also to ascribing parallel cyclical phases to 
many other areas of culture (e.g., painting and prices); it even pro¬ 
vides related regularity generalizations (e.g., a symptomatology of 
political life, causing men in power so to behave that their actions 

tended to sustain the regularity” [p. 42]). ^ 

In the twentieth century, Chinese historians, faced with the ^ need to 
find new ways to locate themselves in time, space, and culture (p. 45) 
pressed into service a ready-made series of labeling generalizations 
devised for the understanding of Western history with the result, 
Wright feels, that “Chinese history was strained and warped by being 
suddenly forced into categories developed to explain a very different 
history” (p. 47). A small group sought to refine and adapt these cate¬ 
gories, but the more impatient majority wanted a total theory o is 
torical interpretation “that would equal in comprehensiveness the 
Confucian system of an earlier day” (ibid.). The Western historian or 
China, Wright continues (pp. 48-49), has had to face similar prob¬ 
lems, but in reverse, and was “tempted to work his concepts and his 
theories to the limit” in order to translate Chinese history into est 
era idiom and to fill the gaps between the widely separated areas of 
detailed knowledge in the two and a half millenniums of Chinese his¬ 
tory. Hence he also made hypotheses that ranged from cautious 

interpretative concepts to bold theories. 

Wright then goes on to show how some Western and Chinese his¬ 
torians have recently attempted to portray Chinese history through a 
mixture of Chinese and Western concepts. The regularity generaliza¬ 
tion of the dynastic cycle persists, he finds, but at times combined with 
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a Western concept of continuous and cumulative changes that seeks to 
explain dynastic transitions in terms of a broader historical process. 
Meanwhile, traditional labeling generalizations have lost their force in 
the modern Chinese language, appearing now only as cliches in ana¬ 
lytic “social-science” sentences. The labeling generalization “the 
Central Kingdom” has been modified by a new, largely Western view 
of world history, while the dubious identification of the Chinese insti¬ 
tution feng-chien with Western feudalism “has involved historians and 
ideologues alike in the tortured effort to explain how great centralized 
bureaucratic empires can be ‘feudal’ ” (p. 54). Wfestem historians are 
especially prone to characterize Chinese subject matter by assimilating 
it to wen-known Western subject matter (e.g., “The Chinese Caesar,” 
“Chinese baroque,” “Chinese gentry”). 

Among Wright’s examples of tailoring Chinese history to fit West¬ 
ern concepts the final one is that of the “oriental” or “hydraulic” so¬ 
ciety. This concept, in his opinion, was not developed out of the study 
of Chinese history but was formulated, rather, to illustrate a generali¬ 
zation already assumed to be true. For Chinese history, Wright con¬ 
cludes, the lack of a formidable body of monographic studies . . , 
meant that a universalistic theory rushed into an interpretative vac- 
uum, and generalizations that command a considerable following 
have spawned a variety of grotesque popular summaries of Chinese 
history and society’’ (pp. 56-57). Yet, despite their defects, Wright 
considers the tentative generalizations he discusses “constructive as 
catalysts.” Among other advantages that they offer, “generalizations 
used as hypotheses not asserted as dogmas—offer the best hope for 
the eventual development of a mature Chinese historiography. ’ ’ 

A few striking comparisons that emerge from the three papers so 
far discussed may well be underlined. Weight’s strictures upon the 
transfer of labeling generalizations from one culture to another in 
space is reminiscent ofFinley’s upon the transfer of classificatory gen¬ 
eralizations from one culture to another in time. Finley’s contention 
that the Classicist s literary tradition acts as blinkers upon the Ancient 
historian, whose horizons should be wider (pp. 30—3 3), is confirmed 
by Wright’s view of the impact of Sinology on the historian of China 
(p. 48 and n. 22). And what Wright says about the constructiveness 
of tentative generalizations as catalysts is akin to Starr’s unwillingness 
to condemn generalization “if it is personally based.” 

In commenting on Weight’s paper Bodde, removing himself from 
among “die purists” (p. 63), takes somewhat the same view as did 
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Finley in commenting on Starr’s paper. Bodde is aware of the danger 
inherent in generalizations—that they may oversimplify complex and 
changing bodies of fact. Nevertheless, he holds that generalizations are 
inevitable and necessary: “Without the formulation and acceptance of 
countless generalizations, man could not create a stable society nor 
could he communicate ideas on more than a very rudimentary level” 
(p. 59). While admitting and even elaborating upon the strictures that 
Wright makes concerning the Chinese self-image, Bodde thinks that 
such a general abstraction may have its uses. A labeling generalization 
like “dynastic cycle” “does constitute a convenient and in many ways 
meaningful unit of time and should not be given up until we are reason¬ 
ably certain that whatever system of periodization takes its place is 
really more meaningful” (p. 61). He admits the danger inherent in the 
application to Chinese history of Western labels but expresses the fear 
that overzealous avoidance of them may give impetus to the equally 
distorting generalization that Chinese civilization is sui generis. Hence 
he urges continuation of effort along the lines that Wright ascribes to 
the minority of Chinese historians of our day—“not the wholesale re¬ 
jection of Western-derived generalizations as such but rather their test¬ 
ing and refinement in the light of what we actually know about China 
itself” (p. 62). In Bodde’s opinion, having taken the proper safeguard 
against overdrawing the similarities a historian might validly correlate 
feudalism zndfeng-chien. However lamentably the Western self-image 
may distort views of non-Western history, “few of us can hope to 
remain wholly free from distortions.” The cruder generalizations 
would not find acceptance, anyway, among top historians, and we 
can at least make ourselves more keenly aware of their existence 
(p. 65). This argument leads Bodde to a conclusion that Wright and 
others would doubtless accept: “What is needed ... is the channeling 
of future research into topics that are concrete and manageable in 
scope, yet have a bearing on problems of broad general interest. Froml 
the resulting monographs it may eventually become possible to formu¬ 
late generalizations that are factually secure as well as intellectually 
alluring” (ibid.). 

In the wide sweeps of Classical and Chinese history the gaps in the 
historian’s knowledge are notorious. A question immediately suggests 
itself: Is it likely that the more extensive a field of history proves to be 
in proportion to the quantity of known data relevant to it, the greater 
the tendency becomes to generalize—in other words, the fewer the 
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concrete data, the more frequent the abstract theories? If that is so 
would similar abstractions, whether or not inevitable or desirable be 
less suspect in a less extensive and more fully documented field of his¬ 
tory? The answer to the latter question seems to be given a cautious 
affirmative answer in the last set of papers of Part I. 

Those papers deal not only with modern Western history but with 
particular labeling or classificatory generalizations that have contem¬ 
porary as well as past applicability— revolution, ■national character , and 
social role. Palmer’s paper presents the problem of generalization as he 
confronted it in writing his book The Age of the Democratic Revolution , 
1760 - 1800 . He seems to be even more skeptical than Starr or Wright 
of the historian’s ability to make or to prove substantive generaliza¬ 
tions, but he nevertheless believes that historians “should make use of 
concepts drawn from social science or any other useful source” (p, 66). 
He indicates that he has himself borrowed such concepts to provide 
his work with a thesis, to form a basis for its structure and to suggest 
relevancy and significance, and he specifies a number at different levels 
of generality (pp. 67-74). Among them are several that might easily 
fit into the categories that Gottschalk (pp. 113-14) calls No. 3 
(interpretative), No. 4 (comparative), and No. 5 (nomothetic)—that 
Western civilization presents a certain unity, that revolutionary activ- 
ity is involved with both contemporary movements of a similar nature 
and subsequent theories of revolution, that “successful revolution oc¬ 
curred [in the eighteenth century] only where the agricultural popula¬ 
tion generally collaborated with middle-class leaders” (p. 72), and 
that the course of revolution is closely related to the course of con¬ 
comitant warfare. These general concepts arose explicitly, he states 
(p. 74), in connection with the material he had to interpret; larger 
concepts of causality and influence were allowed to remain purely 
implicit. 

Further correspondence between Palmer and the Committee con- 
firmed that he doubted the ability of historians to test the validity of 
the generalizations they use. Whether derived from social science or 
an inspired source such as La Rochefoucauld’s Maxims, Palmer be¬ 
lieves, they serve their purpose if they help us to understand a par- 
ticular situation and enable us to communicate this understanding to 
others that is, to persuade others that the view we favor is somehow 
more satisfactory, enlightening, or useful” (p. 75). As for the possi- 
bi ity of deriving generalizations bearing upon similar movements in 
several civilizations, Palmer takes for granted that “a kind of wisdom 
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gained from the study of one [civilization] has some application to an¬ 
other (to deny this would condemn all history and social science to 
sterility),” but he does not know “how this applicability can be stated 
with . . . rigor and precision” or “whether propositions about human 
affairs can be ‘proved’ or not” (p. 76). Palmer’s attitude, in fine, 
is that acceptable generalizations become available in several ways, 
but proving them is probably beyond the historian’s capacity and their 
acceptability depends upon their general plausibility and their utility 
for his special purpose. 

A totally different approach appears in Metzger’s article, in which 
he undertakes to scrutinize closely the validity of a single labeling gen¬ 
eralization, national character. He begins with the argument that objec¬ 
tions to the term national character often arise not over the classification 
of character as national but over the definition of character. He indicates 
that character has been defined in numerous ways through centuries 
of untidy usage,” leading to what he calls traditional confusions 
(p. 78). One of the most confusing was the (usually implicit) definition 
of national character as a uniform national type. Definitions of that kind 
“shut off the possibility of comparison in terms of relative frequencies 
or in terms of the distribution of variants that admit of considerable 
overlap.” They made character differences between nations appear 
“generic, not statistical” (p. 83). 

Metzger then examines two kinds of group-psychology analysis 
the Freudian model and “the dramaturgical model (the theory of 
social-role behavior). In the Freudian scheme, character and culture 
interplay. “The do's and don't s of the parent. . . form an internal 
monitor which must vie with instinctual drives, powerfully operative 
from birth, and with the cognitive-intellectual functions, which arise 
through transactions with reality, for control of the character of the 
organism. . . . Character embodies culture but cannot fully be de¬ 
scribed in terms of it” (p. 86). Freudian psychology was adapted 
to group character when Freud’s followers learned from cultural an¬ 
thropologists to speak of specific cultures rather than of an abstract 
“Culture” (with a capital C) and when anthropologists began to study 
personality. Now, if applied with “care and subtlety,” the Freudian 
model, Metzger believes (pp. 87-90), may shed light upon national 
character as a subtype of the common-character group. 

The theory of social role, according to Metzger, centers in the idea 
that “every society, in order to achieve its goals, requires its members 
to play standardized roles”—for example, the roles that parent and 
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child play in relation to each other. “A world full of interest beckons ” 
Metzger finds, “when we start our quest [for national character! at 
the intersection of what society prescribes with what people do.” The 
social roles that best exemplify character, he assumes, are generally 
those “in which the player invests a good deal of emotion”; one must 
not ignore “the vast amount of simulation that enters into social 
intercourse” (pp. 90, 92, and 94). 

If the term national character is well defined by means of a con¬ 
ceptual model or a dramaturgical metaphor, Metzger thinks “many 
objections to it dissolve” (p. 94). The emphasis passes then from the 
noun character to the adjective national, from the definition of the noun 
to classification by the adjective, from concern with the components of 
character to concern with the influences upon character. Metzger submits 
that the nation, for better or for worse, is a significant crucible of per¬ 
sonality. Whatever else a nation may be, “it is also a community of 
peoples who are exposed to common experiences," and “growing up and 
living in one country rather than in another is a matter of charactero- 
logical importance” (pp. 97 and 98). 

But how important is such common experience in relation to other 
characterological factors? In attempting to answer this question 
Metzger borrows the technique of “matched comparisons,” particu- 
krly from Stouffer’s investigation of American political tolerance 
Comparing regions of the United States, StoufFer found that the West 
seemed more tolerant than the South. To examine further whether the 
difference was attributable to region rather than to other conceivable 
factors, he matched in turn four different types of Westerners with the 
same types of Southerners. This detailed comparison revealed that in 
each of the four matchings the Westerners were more tolerant than the 
Southerners, and “now [in Metzger’s opinion] he [StoufFer] could say 

(p'100) eater C ° nfidenCe that the re g ional factor was important” 

StoufFer s method may be used, Metzger argues, also to establish 
differences in national character. In comparing English with American 
character, for instance, we might match not Englishmen and Ameri¬ 
cans m gross but in more refined categories (e.g., English farmers with 
American farmers) or in still more refined categories; and if we find 
that despite matchings of “religion, occupation, education, and the 
f es ?’ ?_ e -^ . stl ^ come out different in some character trait, we would 
e justified in assuming that the difference is due to differences in na- 
tiona ity that is, to the differences in their experiences as English- 
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men and Americans respectively. Obviously, Metzger not only accepts 
the generalization that a people develops a national character because 
of experiences that it has had in common but holds in addition that 
some such group concepts are capable of being fairly tenably demon¬ 
strated and then applied to the understanding of history no less than of 
social behavior (pp. 100-102). 

Cochran’s paper arose out of discussion of a particular point raised* 
by Metzger, the possible value to the historian of the concept of socialt 
role. Cochran’s definition of social role is not essentially different from , 
Metzger’s, though his emphasis is more on social than on role. He de- | 
fines it in its simplest form as the way in which an individual lives up 
to the expectations of the social group with which he is involved (p. 
105). Since, however, every individual tends to be involved with more 
than one social group, a complete description of a social role may re¬ 
quire considerable knowledge of the expectations of several groups. 
Cochran calls the complement of role-relationships a role-set , and those 
who exercise some influence in shaping the social role of an individual 
he calls that individual’s defining group (ibid.). The individual is con¬ 
strained, in addition, by inner drives like private aims and personal 
compulsions; these inner drives are called his reference group (pp. 107- 
8). The more successfully an individual plays his social role, the 
more fully the reference group coincides with the expectations of the 
defining group, for social expectations and individual aims tend to 
modify each other. Individual behavior thus appears to be a response 
to (1) the demands of a particular task, (2) the expectations of a defin¬ 
ing group, and (3) personal motivation. It is often difficult but not 
impossible, Cochran concludes, for the historian to apply the concept 
of social role , but the concept is “useful for systematically examining 
situations involving well-defined status and group relationships” (p % 
110 ). 

Metzger and Cochran, without blinking the difficulty of applying 
to history heuristic concepts and methods that are abroad in the social 
sciences, are, on the whole, more convinced than Starr or Palmer of the 
fruitfulness of applying selected ones to historical research. Nor is any 
of the writers of the articles in Part I wholly unconvinced that some 
potential good may accrue to the historian from the use of general 
terms or statements, whether derived from social science or elsewhere 
—not even those who are the most skeptical of generalizations as 
being subjective and of only tentative and limited validity. 
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Part II of this report, being made up exclusively of articles by mem¬ 
bers of the Committee, does not deal with special fields or concrete 
problems of history but with the abstract problem of generalization in 
r ^ e w . ritin g of history. Gottschalk’s article (pp. 113-29) maintains 
that historians can be classified into six schools if the extent to which 
they are willing to use generalization is the criterion. These six are (3 ) 
the school of the unique, consisting of editors and compilers who make 
generalizations only if they are unaware that they do so and try to 
eliminate those of which they are aware; (?) the school of the strictly 
limited generalization, consisting of narrative-descriptive historians 
who rest content to chronicle indiscriminate and discrete events with a 
studied effort to avoid committing themselves regarding interrelations 
among the events they chronicle or their relative importance; (3) the 
interpretative school, consisting of historians who strive for some con¬ 
necting thread or trend through history that will permit a synthesis of 
interrelated historical events, (4? the comparative school, consisting of 
historians who look for parallel or analogous though not necessarily 
causally interrelated episodes or regularities; (5) the nomothetic 
school, consisting of historians who deliberately seek to confirm or to 
erive anew generalizations that have held true for past conditions, 
may hold true for the future under similar conditions, and thus may 
have value for prediction or control; and (6> philosophers of history 

w o propound cosmic and panoramic ideologies or historical deter¬ 
minisms. 

The remaining essays in Part II more or less deliberately deal only 
or primarily with Gottschalk’s categories 3, 4, and 5—the theoretical 
historians; their authors consider the compTler-editOTs of the school of 
the unique (no. 1), the narrative-descriptive historians of the school of 
the strictly limited generalization (no. 2) and the cosmic philosophers 
(no. 6) outside the area of their main concern. Two members of the 
Committee Nichols and Aydelotte—address themselves (as did 
Metzger also) to the question whether any tests of the relative valid- 
ity of historical ge neralizations can be sugg ested. 

^^sE^exanmies*1at considerably greater"length a question raised 
J tarr fa* 6) and others the descent of inherited generalizations, 
e delves (pp. 131-41) into the genealogy of the general statements 
that have been made by way of interpretation of the American Civil 
War-and it may be noted that Metzger did somewhat the same for 
national character (pp. 80-83)-and finds four generations of them, 
each on the whole more acceptable than its predecessors. He is led to 
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conclude that “one of the few means which the historian has of judging 
the probable degree of validity of a generalization is to examine its age 
and the degree to which it has stood the scrutiny of succeeding genera¬ 
tions.” He recognizes that “long life may indicate only respectability 
—that is, that the generalization is acceptable to a particular culture. 
Nevertheless, he feels, such respectability, while not necessarily insur¬ 
ing truth, “may supply a presumption” (p. 142). Nichols article closes 
with a plea that the writer of history study not merely the sources of 
his historical theme but also “give attention to previous formulations 
and their reception,” lest he “miss implications which occurred to 
others nearer in time to the events in question but which he, because of 
his chronological distance, might not perceive” (p. 144). 

After a critical examination of some of the arguments made both by 
other essays in this book and elsewhere against generalization by his¬ 
torians, Aydelotte’s a rticle comes to the conclusion 
mutate d, tentative generalizations j ^ouddle ^ 
in our present stateo f knowledge, the most_sendM ^--Xligxhoi^— 
contends, is not between maki ng proved statement s or unproye dones 
but between malSglinproved statm (P* 

The dark ness is relative: “To say that all statements^ ar ^u ncertai njs 
not to say that they are equally mc^ r^inl 7 (pp- 159-60). One must cas t 
on e's nets as wide as possible for ideas and ask not whetheT thcy arejrue 
but rather ho-iv far they are tr ue (pp. 167 and 175). Aydelotte thinks 
that “the means by which we derive generalizations are irregular and 
unpredictable,” rbnn gh the results, if “based on significant ^ccmnda- 
ti ons of detailed knowledge” and “directed to problems sufficia xtly_re^ 
stricted in scope” (pp. 169—70) may show great insight and pro^ 
foundly influence future study. T he verification of such insights is an¬ 
other matter: his impression is that “on the whole historians have paid 
too little rather than too s mu£jijJttgition^^ 

of statements of any complexity^ contrast to Starr) 

he makes a strong plea for^amCTig.odier tests ^the-heuristic valu e^of| 
quantitative, statistical proc^Hr^ m^se £^^ efeAey _c ^bej ipplied. 1 
“In an area whereoneh^ given a good deal of thought to the | 

evidence and to the assumptions involved in handling it, material 
gathered to test a particular thesis may not merely refute the thesis 
but also point the way to a new and more appropriate formulation 

Potter’s essay, the final one before this “Summary, like several 
of the others but more fully than they, deals with the general assump- 
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tions that are implicit in single words or the arrangement of words. 
Potter holds (pp. 178-92) that when a historian talks, as every his¬ 
torian must, of groups or aggregates, periods of time, change or cause 
and effect, even if that historian tries to avoid making theoretical 
statements, he is actually engaged in doing so, though perhaps at a low, 
latent level of generalization. For the mere formulation of data in 
particular groupings and sequences suggests one relationship rather 
than another and thus involves a choice among theoretical constructs. 

; Hence, according to Potter, commitment to some kind of generaliza¬ 
tion is inescapable in the writing of history and is universal among 
historians. Kinds as well as levels of generalization may differ, Potter 
points out, kinds being distinguishable by the nature of the action or 
the grouping of the actors rather than by the degree of abstraction or the¬ 
ory involved (p. 186). Illustrating this point by examples, sometimes 
invented ad hoc and sometimes derived from others’ works, Potter 
shows that generalizations at the same latent level may involve, if only 
implicitly, differing problems of motivation, causation, and classifica¬ 
tion. Each kind, however, may require its own criteria for testing 
validity, and the historian, trained in methods that are inadequate if not 
obsolete, is seldom properly prepared to test any of them (pp. 180-83). 
Many disputes about specific historical problems are not, therefore, 
about items of the data that appear in the evidence but rather about the 
nature of the forces that operate in human society (pp. 188-91). Potter 
concludes (pp. 192-94)—as did Starr, but less emphatically, and some 
others, but less explicitly by urging that the training of historians pay 
more attention to the systematic development of criteria for the inter¬ 
pretation and explanation of historical data, taking generalization out 
of its sub rosa status in historiographical circles and lifting it to an 
organized and recognized level of scholarly endeavor. 

In sum, the historians who have written articles for this volume all 
f a S ree historian willy-nilly uses generalizations at different 

levels and of different kinds. They all agree, too, that some good pur¬ 
pose is served when he does so, if only to present a thesis for debate. 
They do not all agree that the generalizations he uses need be merely 
.borrowed ones; he might, in the opinion of some of the authors, be 
^ independently able to construct modest ones. A few maintain even 
l that, whether borrowed or independently derived, historical generali- 
* zations can in some persuasive manner be tested. 

The Committee shares the attitude of those authors who are more 
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friendly to generalization in historical research. Its line of reasoning 
runs somewhat as follows: Historians borrow ready-made generaliza¬ 
tions, whether they know it or not. If they were to borrow them 
knowingly, they might be in a stronger intellectual position. They 
might then undertake to assay and refine their borrowed generaliza¬ 
tions by whatever means—definition, qualification, reservation, con¬ 
formity to known facts, logic, psychology, statistics, matched com¬ 
parisons, genealogical endurance, or other tests—might be most 
appropriate and, avoiding the more untried and unverifiable ones, make 
good use of those found valid. Perhaps in the process, if sufficiently 
motivated and properly trained, they might originate and advance 
some restricted, tentatively acceptable generalizations of their own.^ 
At the very least, the professional training of historians ought to in¬ 
clude systematic instruction in how to deal with the otherwise stulti¬ 
fying ubiquity of generalization in the writing of history. 
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